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THESE ARE MY PEOPLE: AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF QUILTCON 
Kristin Barrus, M.A. 
University of Nebraska, 2021 
Advisor: Claire Nicholas 
This thesis presents the first ethnography of QuiltCon, the annual fan and artist 
convention for quiltmakers who identify with and participate in a social phenomenon 
called the Modern Quilt Movement (MQM) within the 21st century quilt world. QuiltCon 
(QC) is one product of this movement. This study considers the following questions: 
What kinds of people attend QC, and what types of experiences and encounters do they 
expect at the convention? What needs are met at QC for this subset of quiltmakers who 
attend and for the greater community of Modern quiltmakers? What role does QC play in 
cementing the identity and core values of Modern quiltmakers and the MQM?  
This cultural description provides a snapshot of the MQM and QC through the 
eyes of a long-time quilt group whose members identify as Modern quilters, traveling 
from another state to attend QC 2020 in Austin, Texas, USA. As a member of this group, 
I am a practicing Modern quiltmaker or cultural “insider,” both observing and 
experiencing the convention as a fan. In fan studies, this hybrid status is referred to as an 
“acafan”: An academic researcher studying the phenomenon of which she is a part. This 
social scientific and anthropological study utilizes qualitative research methods, with an 
arts-based, constructivist/interpretivist epistemology within the critical framework of 
quilt history, women’s studies and fan studies.  
QC 2020 attendees participated in an in-person fan pilgrimage as a physical 
manifestation of an online community, which included demonstrations of communitas, 
 
 
permission and validation, as well as several examples of celebrity interaction. QuiltCon 
as a girlfriend getaway included feminist actions through self-labeling, play, the politics 
of display, and the consumer business of Modern quiltmaking. Results include a 
discussion of QC’s evolution to an iconic, peak experience for enacting and reflecting the 
ethos of the MQM (defined as a person, a style, the approach, and the community), 
particularly for those who attend, irrespective of tension-filled and/or perceived cultural 
definitions by which Modern quiltmaking practice is or has been defined. 
Keywords:  communitas, ethnography, fan studies, Modern quiltmaking, 
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CHAPTER 1 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  
 
Modern quiltmaking is today’s iteration of a long-standing “freewheeling” tradition in 
American quiltmaking referred to by Berlo (Berlo & Crews, 2003) as the place where, 
“improvisation, asymmetry and experimentation are the norm,” using “off-beat color 
placement and manipulation of textile patterns” going back over 200 years (pp. 5-6). 
Quiltmaking is also big business in the consumer craft world today. In 2017, seven to 10 
million people spent nearly $4 billion in the mainstream U.S. quilt market (Quiltmaking 
in America, 2017). A growing portion of that market is made up of materials and people 
focused on Modern quiltmaking. 
The Modern Quilt Movement (MQM) of the 21st century is a complex, emerging, 
and sometimes marginalized subculture within mainstream quiltmaking. The heavily 
contested and loose term “Modern quiltmaking” is now used interchangeably to refer to 
the four aspects of its ethos: the person creating this sub-style of quilt (the self-labeled 
Modern quilter), the aesthetic style found in this type of quilt (a definitive Modern quilt), 
the approach to quiltmaking (the new quiltmaker’s perception of letting go of rules), and 
the community they inhabit (originating online).  
This study seeks to contextualize how these factors consciously and/or 
subconsciously contribute to this group ethos on display at a Modern convention by 
studying social media within and beyond the community, observing and enacting fan 
interactions in classes, lectures and the convention floor’s booths, analyzing the juried 
quilt show, and conducting expert interviews post-convention. Further, this study 
explores how this phenomenon is situated, and situates itself, within the American 
quiltmaking tradition, its unconsidered contribution to feminism, and the intersection of 
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quilt scholarship with fan studies. For the purposes of this thesis, the term Modern in 
reference to this movement will be capitalized, not to denote supremacy or add greater 
value than other quilt periods, but because the Modern quiltmaking culture is the focus of 
this research. This group often capitalizes Modern when referring to their distinct style as 
separate from the “traditional” quiltmaking aesthetic and approach. 
In my experience, many Modern quiltmakers would not identify themselves as 
feminists. They nevertheless occupy a social, political, and cultural space created by 
earlier generations of female quiltmakers. Contemporary women are embracing this 
gendered craft in significant numbers, often at much younger ages, and monetarily and 
physically prioritizing it in their homes in a continuation of the longstanding tradition of 
“the dogged will to make something extraordinary in the midst of family routine” 
(Bernick, 1994 p. 143). Because this organic movement lacked overt and deliberate 
planning from inception, it is generally without a mission or solid parameters, and is 
made up of a large and diverse international fan community today. Its evolution is 
ongoing and its definition is somewhat elusive and often debated.  
There is an opportunity to study this contemporary phenomenon in the midst of its 
somewhat messy constitution, using the extensive available cultural documentation and 
its new channels of connection. Michael James, trained fiber artist and academic argues:  
In the past, few quiltmakers thought their handiwork important or 
valuable enough to document its making and the conditions and 
motivations that inspired their range of artistic decisions. Today, 
fortunately, we know better. This is one reason why, one hundred and 
more years from now, the current renaissance of quilt design and quilt-
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related activity will be more thoroughly understood and will likely benefit 
from more insightful and informed analysis. (Berlo & Crews, 2003 p. ix) 
Rarely is the current renaissance of quilt design and quilt-related activity 
acknowledged or discussed in scholarship. Anthropologist Frances Mascia-Lees points to 
this relative silence, “We need fine-grained ethnographic analyses of the role aesthetics 
and ‘beauty’ play in the everyday lives of particular groups within the United States, 
even if gathered under the term ‘middle-class’ ” (Mascia-Lees, 2016, p. 59). There is a 
gap in the academic study of Modern quiltmaking’s social and aesthetic contributions, let 
alone general contributions to mainstream American quilt culture in the last 25 years 
(Mascia-Lees, 2016). Findings from this study could precipitate academic discourse 
within and beyond quilt studies, as well as be of interest to the Modern community and 
the consumer quilt industry. 
A Quilt History Primer 
A predominantly women’s craft, quiltmaking is one of the longest standing 
handmade traditions shared between women of all ages, motivated in various historical 
periods and places by necessity, sentimentality, and artistic devotion. Feminine 
participation in everyday textile creation and use can be traced as far back as the Upper 
Paleolithic 20,000 years ago, including collaborative making (Barber, 1994). More 
recently, during the last two centuries “artists have steadfastly continued their 
explorations in piecework and appliqué, proving that fabric is an inexhaustible medium 
for innovation in color, abstraction, figuration, and other modes of expression” (Berlo & 




The Big Bang Decade 
For the purposes of this study, some events between 1969 and 1981 were 
particularly critical in influencing today’s surge in quiltmaking, referred to by Mary Fons 
as “the Big Bang Decade” (Fons & Fons, 2020). All of these events, some of which are 
mentioned below, delineate how the contemporary international quilt story crosses and 
influences the boundaries of studio craft, scholarship and hobby.  
Quilter’s Newsletter Magazine was created in 1969, connecting distant women 
making quilts in their homes all over America, encouraging and defining this feminine 
leisure culture (Benberry, 1984). Well-known author and quilting television star, 
Marianne Fons has called the magazine “the Internet for quilters before there was an 
Internet” (personal communication, May 15, 2020). Around the same time, fiber artist Ed 
Rossbach became an instructor in the Department of Decorative Design at the University 
of California-Berkeley. Feminist artist Judy Chicago established the first feminist art 
program at California State University, Fresno in 1970 and created The Dinner Party 
from 1974 to 1979, using traditional mediums like porcelain and fabric to portray 
feminine accomplishment and power. Quilt collectors Holstein and van der Hoof 
mounted “Abstract Design in American Quilts” at The Whitney Museum of American 
Art in 1971 (Holstein, 1986). Feminist art historian Patricia Mainardi published the essay, 
“Quilts: The Great American Art” in 1973, pointing out the valuable contribution 
women’s quiltmaking makes to America (Mainardi, 1973; Przybysz, 2010).  
The nation’s bicentennial celebrations in 1976 evoked fond, if nostalgic and 
mythologized, colonial culture which placed renewed value on quiltmaking (Lasansky, 
1988). Shortly after the bicentennial renewed interest in quiltmaking in America, Olfa’s 
 5 
 
rotary cutter was introduced to the industry, changing the way quiltmakers approached 
construction techniques and simplifying the process. (Fons, personal communication, 
May 15, 2020; Przybysz, 2010). Also feeding into this renewed quilt fervor, the 
American Craft Council mounted “The New American Quilt” exhibit in celebration of 
the nation’s anniversary.  
The first museum in the world devoted exclusively to quilts, The American 
Museum of Quilts & Related Arts, now the San Jose Museum of Quilts & Textiles, was 
founded in 1977 in Santa Clara, California. The biennial quilt competition, Quilt National 
was formed in 1979 and the American Quilt Study Group in 1980 (American Quilt Study 
Group, 2020). The International Quilt Festival was founded in Houston, Texas that same 
year. 
Such developments continued well into the 1980s with the establishment of the 
International Quilt Association, the Women of Color Quilters Network, the National 
Quilt Museum, and the publication of The Quilt Digest by Michael Kile and Roderick 
Kiracofe. A wave of art-school trained studio artists launched careers using quilts as their 
medium, including Nancy Crow, Michael James, Terrie Hancock Mangat, Therese May, 
Faith Ringgold, Pamela Studstill, and many others. Others like Rosie Lee Tompkins and 
Yvonne Wells were a significant part of the movement but were self-taught. Quilts were 
used politically: the 1996 AIDS Memorial Quilt, and the first quilt protest on March 21, 
1992 at the Smithsonian Institute’s National Museum of History, which led to the 
institution of National Quilt Day. This protest denounced the Smithsonian’s unauthorized 
use of Harriet Powers’ quilts through undervalued copies made in China (Carter, 2013; 
Turner, 2012).  
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In 1997 the University of Nebraska-Lincoln established the International Quilt 
Museum and Study Center and the country’s first Master’s program in quilt studies. A 
few years later, in 2003, the quiltmakers of Gee’s Bend began to exhibit their quilts in 
galleries. Each of these events and institutions contributed to a rising national interest in 
the tradition of quiltmaking at the turn of this century. As a result, the quilt world was 
poised for a new iteration of making to transition it into the 21
st
 century. 
A Modern Quilt Movement 
In this setting several factors led to the birth of the dynamic MQM in the mid-1990s. 
American third wave feminism, the do-it-yourself movement, and the Internet continued 
to enlarge interest in quiltmaking. Around this time some new quilt artists were gaining 
national attention. Martha Stewart Living cited artist Denyse Schmidt’s quilts as 
possessing “a chic, modernist aesthetic, skillfully applied to the two-hundred year-old 
American tradition of functional quilt making” (Berman, 1998, p. 120). Duo Weeks 
Ringle and Bill Kerr started using the term “modern quiltmaking” to describe their 
designs, later to be additionally defined as “expressive of the time in which we live” 
(May, 2014, p. 18). Artists like Kaffe Fassett and Amy Butler began designing vibrant, 
large-scale print fabrics that were dramatically different from the small-scale print 
calicoes used previously. The publication of the first books outlining the Modern 
philosophy of design for the average quiltmaker were printed during this time as well 
(Ringle & Kerr, 2002, 2005; Schmidt, 2005).  
Social media has been a cornerstone of the MQM and is the main space for Modern 
quiltmaking’s community. Its accessibility and visual stimulation make it the perfect 
place for experimental quiltmakers all over the world to see and be seen. One of the most 
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important players in the early days of defining the MQM was the Fresh Modern Quilts 
group created on Flickr in 2008 by Rossie Hutchinson. By naming it Fresh Modern 
Quilts, Hutchinson used Stewart’s words to further label the aesthetic and invited other 
fans to help her define it by posting pictures of their own Modern quilts (Hutchinson, 
2008).  
Blogs were also a valuable use of the Internet in shaping the new ethos. Kimberly 
Kight’s (2013) early blog about the new styles of fabric in the quilt industry, True Up, 
spotlighted Modern fabrics and promoted the discussion of what Modern was and wasn’t. 
Hutchinson and Kight were not widely established in the quilt world initially. They were 
just young women in their 20s and 30s who liked making with fabric and wanted to pull 
others in, a hallmark of the Modern quiltmaking ethos I explore in this study. 
Modern Departs From Traditional  
Historically, The American tradition of quiltmaking is permeated with 
romanticized media representations (Gunn, 1992). Traditional hobbyist quiltmaking is 
viewed, perhaps from within and beyond the quilt world, as exactness in application 
practiced by aesthetically or politically conservative retirees
1
, taught formally by 
experienced and established craftspeople using time-honored patterns and blocks 
dispersed through magazines and quilt shows (Bernick, 1994; Cavanaugh, 2013). By 
contrast, in 2013 The Austin Chronicle ran a story on the first QC with the subheading, 
“And these aren’t, as the saying goes, your grandmother’s quilts” (Brenner).  
In the Chronicle, Heather Grant, the founder of the Austin chapter of the Modern 
Quilt Guild (MQG) and the primary director of the first QC, was asked how Modern 
 
1
 The average American quiltmaker is 63 years old (Quiltmaking in America, 2017). 
 8 
 
quilts are different from traditional and she replied, “You’re not going to invest eight 
hundred hours into a project that’s gonna be, like, used on the sofa, have coffee spilled on 
it, maybe puked on – you know what I’m saying? We make quilts that are made to be 
used” (Brenner, 2013). The discourse employed by Modern quiltmakers rejects some 
“traditional” ideas in favor of experimentation and inclusivity, leading to a more flexible 
approach that embraces self-taught making. Movement values and discourse are 
dispersed widely online through blogs and social media, perpetuating the self-taught 
dynamic. The MQM’s use of the Internet reaches younger women where they 
communicate and learn and celebrates the use of international styles to inspire American 
Modern quiltmakers (Smucker, 2015).  
MQM practitioners see the movement as a disruptor of sorts, injecting an ethos of 
fresh ideas and a new way of approaching an established institution. That Modern 
quiltmaking is the hip younger cousin of traditional quiltmaking is a theme promoted 
heavily by newspapers, magazines and Instagram posts. The style itself can include, but 
is not limited to, graphic minimalist design, negative space, unusual color palettes, 
mixing of fabric genres, large florals or all-solid fabrics, the use of text, pixelated 
imagery, and the promotion of social causes. The MQM often includes novice crafters, as 
well as male quiltmakers. All of this makes Modern quiltmaking’s entry point more 
accessible and easier for younger quiltmakers who have less time, money or experience. 
It also appeals to retirees who are tired of the establishment and want to try something 
new.  
The positioning of Modern quiltmakers within the quilt world echoes that of pop 
culture fans vis-à-vis “high culture” and its gatekeepers (Bourdieu, 1984). “Unimpressed 
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by institutional authority and expertise, the fans assert their own right to form 
interpretations, to offer evaluations, and to construct cultural canons” (Jenkins, 2013, p. 
18). Indeed much of Modern quiltmaking appeared initially to be a reaction to or a move 
away from the approach and aesthetic of the traditional hobbyist base. As with many pop 
culture fandoms, a new quilt culture was “born of a mixture of fascination and frustration, 
[whose] appropriation involves both accepting certain core premises in the original work 
and reworking others to accommodate our own interests" (Gray, 2007, p. 362). 
A Wall Street Journal (2013) article focused on the somewhat subversive nature of 
these young, “new-generation quiltmakers considering themselves rebels, rejecting over-
embellished styles in favor of radical simplicity” (Cox). The Quiltmaking in America 
survey, begun in 1994 by Quilts, Inc., polls over 400,000 quiltmakers every three years. 
They did not separate Modern quiltmakers, which they call “The Under-45 Quilter,” until 
their 2017 survey. Pollsters found that these quiltmakers are just as educated and affluent 
as traditionalists but spend slightly less money and time on their craft and more time 
online learning and communicating about it.  
This aligns with Hebdige’s (1998) work on subculture, where age is applied by using 
the category “youth” when a group is “regarded as a problem, making their presence felt 
by going ‘out of bounds,’ by resisting through rituals, . . . breaking rules, . . . and issuing 
rhetorical challenges to the law” (p. 17-18). It has been my experience that this 
subversive style initially seemed “too far out there” for traditional quiltmakers because of 
its heavy use of social media, rejection of traditional learning methods and techniques, 
and new color palettes of often brighter or unusual fabric combinations. My position in 
this project, while studying repeated mentions of age, does not declare a specific age of 
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the Modern quiltmaker as that would go against the inclusionary sentiment of the 
movement. 
Use of the critical term “Modern” by its practitioners elevates quiltmaking to the 
ranks of other major artistic movements such as modernism in music, literature, 
languages, and painting. “Modern” implies an intentional break with “classic style” 
(Harrison, 1996, p 142 & 145). Feminists Baumgardner & Richards (2000) also note that 
each generation “has a drive to create something new, to find the distinctive spark . . . 
What distinguishes one era from the next is what we generate and how we use what has 
already been produced” (p. 70).  
Today the MQM is not a homogeneous community nor an unanimously agreed-upon 
set of principles and tastes. “In the age of the Internet, no one is a passive consumer 
anymore because everyone is a media outlet” (Shirky, 1999). The downside of so many 
self-labeled at-home experts and diversity of voices flooding the Web with ideas - what 
museum expert Parry (2010) termed “the heritage prosumer” (the digital products of the 
producer and consumer) - is that it has been difficult to build a broad consensus about the 
movement’s actual definition and cohesiveness (p. 228). In fact, many participants have 
told me that the point of this movement is to have no consensus because having no 
boundaries is a principal tenet. Some critics outside the movement have charged Modern 
quiltmakers with allowing the historical antecedents of their designs to go unrecognized: 
taking a traditional quilt pattern or block, using Modern fabrics and calling it innovation. 
This is merely today’s iteration of “textile history [being as] full of people fearing novelty 




Feminine Reclamation Through Quiltmaking 
Between World War II and the 1960s, quiltmaking as a category of domestic 
labor continued to be devalued as merely women’s work that few still practiced. At mid-
century, white, middle-class American second wave feminists, in an effort to gain power 
and break social and gender norms that held them down professionally, rejected the 
feminine domestic in order to have careers outside of the home (Braithwaite, 2002; Stalp, 
2015). During this era of quilt history and American second wave feminism – generally 
1960 through 1990 - the average woman was raising those who would become adults 
during third wave feminism – 1990 through today (Davis & Craven, 2016). This third 
generation fits roughly into the generation referred to as Generation X. “Third wave 
feminism grew out of a need for the feminist movement to speak to a generation of young 
women who had the confidence and intellectual legacy bestowed upon them by second 
wave feminism” (Baumgardner & Richards, 2000, p. 19). These second wave feminist 
mothers telling their third wave daughters they could do anything took hold and made 
feminism “like fluoride. We scarcely notice that we have it – it’s simply in the water” 
(Baumgardner & Richards, 2000, p. 17). 
The impact of the second wave feminist movement on women raising children 
during the 1960s and 70s was variable: Some women stayed home and sewed Easter 
dresses and Halloween costumes, and some entered the work force (Hochschild & 
Machung, 1989). Still, girls growing up in this period and in its wake could not help 
being affected by this cultural shift. Third wave feminists and beyond have embraced and 
revitalized domestic craft. “Through the creation of feminist-inspired domestic objects, 
third wave feminists challenge the second wave’s disparaging of the domestic and 
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reclaim both the domestic and femininity in cunning ways” (Stalp, 2015, p. 268). This is 
often referred to as girlie feminism (Baumgardner & Richards, 2000; Karp & Stoller, 
1999; Stoller, 2003). Within this feminism, some have chosen quiltmaking as central to 
their leisure activities and sense of self (May, 2014). In other words, members of the 
MQM are able to embrace domestic arts because of the second wave feminist movement, 
which coincided with the rise of quiltmaking in America at the end of the 20th century. 
Koplos and Metcalf (2010) have labeled these reclaiming actions “craft as a 
means of psychological independence” (p. 17). Strong, intelligent women who want to 
feel fulfillment in motherhood
2
 but hope to maintain mental stimulation and expression at 
the same time can, because of great work from previous periods of feminist movements, 
chisel out time, money, and space in their homes to participate in this new Modern 
approach to quiltmaking (Friedan, 1963). They not only work at this craft at home in 
what Stalp (2006a) has called subjective careers that make little or no money (whether 
they also have economically beneficial careers outside of the home or not), but they 
connect with communities of people online and at retreats. Simultaneously I have seen 
that older women who came up in second wave feminism are retiring and have the 
confidence to now also reclaim the crafts previously labeled lesser because they were 
culturally female-oriented. They seem to resonate with the anything goes approach of the 
design ethos of the MQM and find creative exploration welcome at this stage of their 
lives. These efforts to have personal leisure time away from family leisure time allow 
female independence from family while constructing a new social world where one can 
 
2
 While specific studies have not been done on the number of female quiltmakers with 
children, my own experience in the movement and discussions with participants at 
QuiltCon allow for this assumption in the meantime. 
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express the autonomous female being
3
 (Bouillon-Dartevelle, 1992; Munar, 2017; Samuel, 
1992; Woolf, 1929). 
Within 20
th
 and early 21
st
 century feminisms, quiltmaking holds an ambivalent 
status. “Cultural feminists argue for there to be a greater societal value placed on 
women’s work” (Davis & Craven, 2016, pg. 22). Aligning tentatively with cultural 
feminism, I speculate that Modern quiltmaking has become both a planned and 
unintentional undertaking, depending on the maker, to raise the status of women’s work 
and honor the feminine. The MQM’s ethos is making it “cool” or enticing for both 
women and men to participate in quiltmaking, and by extension, to embrace and elevate 
feminine traditions.  
Today the MQM has reached enough members and momentum that it makes 
sense to look at the intersection of quiltmaking and feminism, and encourage other 
disciplines in fan studies, quilt history, and more to take notice and initiate inquiry. 
Feminist participation within the MQM does not include an organized motto or rallies 
and marches because of its unexpected presence on the road of female empowerment. 
Although little is known of the effect feminism has had on the MQM, the movement 
continues to evolve. A convention full of predominantly female quiltmakers who align 
with the MQM is a strong environment in which to investigate this theory. 
Origins of The Modern Quilt Guild and QuiltCon 
The 21
st
 century escalation of quiltmaking was driven by key factors like the 
Internet, affordable digital photography, and new fabric designs and manufacturers 
 
3
 It would be interesting to see how quiltmaking in 2021 has or has not changed findings 
that US married men have one month more of leisure time annually than married women 
(Mattingly & Bianchi, 2003). 
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(Menardi et al, 2017). These were not exclusive to the MQM. Traditional quiltmaking 
was also affected, thus muddying the waters of what Modern quiltmaking really was and 
who exactly was doing it. The Internet expanded global influences and our ability to 
connect socially, thus increasing the potential openness of the MQM; this globalization 
can undercut traditional habits and customs (Giddens, 1991). Additionally, during the late 
2000s, the commercial side of the quilt world capitalized on the growing popularity of the 
term Modern and plastered it on everything in an effort to make money, labeling designs 
and patterns Modern that would not be considered such. Mary Shelley’s adage, 
“Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of a void, but out 
of chaos” is very applicable to this period of quilt history (Behar & Gordon, 1996). 
Gauntlett (2018) describes true creativity as a dance in the space between a 
culture with rules, a person who brings novelty to that place, and a field of experts over 
that domain. To consolidate the discourse of what Modern quiltmaking was, several 
women came together to form the first in-person Modern quilt guild, based on the 
traditional quilt guild model but open to anyone in the country and later, the world. In 
2009 Modern quiltmakers Alissa Haight Carlton and Latifah Saafir founded the Modern 
Quilt Guild (MQG) in Los Angeles, California. MQG is a nonprofit, online community 
where quiltmakers who identify as Modern quiltmakers can gather and form connections. 
Reaching into past quilt traditions where women were, “aware of the potential and power 
of women as a group, and of the need for group definition and consciousness,” the MQG 
set out to consolidate a collective identity and form a bonded group (Ferrero et al, 1987, 
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pg. 97). The MQG’s mission is “to encourage the growth and development of modern
4
 
quilting through art, education, and community” (themodernquiltguild.com, 2019). This 
initial group of women injected a power structure within an emerging and marginalized 
fan group of artists and hobbyists, creating a cultural hierarchy with themselves as the 
gatekeepers, the specially trained or sanctioned interpreters for the disparate and fluid but 
active participants. They encouraged the formation of local chapters and today have over 
200 guilds and 16,000 members internationally.  
American philosopher Suzanne Langer said, “the notion of giving something a 
name is the vastest generative idea that was ever conceived” (Steinem, 2015, p. 108). 
And so it has gone within the MQM. It is important to note that not all participants of the 
MQM align with the MQG. The MQG is a part of the MQM, not the other way around. 
Making matters even more complicated, there is a large and unstudied population of 
quiltmakers who embrace stronger traditional aesthetics in their efforts to freshen up the 
past and do not relate to the initial overall aesthetic approach of the MQG, which often 
includes large negative space and graphic design. This type of quiltmaker is often called 
“Modern-traditionalist.” A person can participate in both aesthetics, as well as the 
Modern approach to making and the sense of online community.  
In the intervening years between 2009 and 2013 when the first QC was held, Los 
Angeles MQG members began referring to a nonexistent Modern quilt show as QuiltCon. 
During the show and tell portion of a guild meeting, member Alissa Lewinsky Wright 
talked about how “it’s Comic-Con weekend and my husband is going. I hate that thing.” 
 
4
 Note that in the current iteration of the MQG’s statement of purpose they have chosen 
not to capitalize the term Modern. 
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She joked that “there was this QuiltCon thing happening at the same time [Quilt Festival 
in Long Beach, California].” Lewinsky Wright continued, “I’m going to go to the quilt 
thing instead. He can go to Comic-Con. I’m going to QuiltCon.” When the event began to 
be organized, it was always referred to by Lewinsky Wright’s moniker of QuiltCon 
“because it just flows and works and fits with our vibe,” finished Carlton (personal 
communication, July 1, 2020).  
To aid in their efforts and give a platform for group connection, the board of the 
MQG established QuiltCon (QC) in 2013, billed as “the largest modern quilt show of its 
kind” (themodernquiltguild.com, 2019). Combining the model of established quilt shows 
with pop culture fan conventions, QC displays and reflects what is happening in the 
Modern quilt universe in a very targeted and specific way once a year for attendees, 
Modern quiltmakers at home, and the mainstream quilt world. QC takes quilt fandom to 
new levels via social media and a convention event, where community members can 
celebrate their passion with other fans and instructors in person. This event also largely 
funds the MQG’s non-profit business. 
Fan conventions, thought to have begun in 1970 with the first Comic-Con, are a 
$4 to $5 billion industry in America today (Eventbrite.com, 2015). The first QC was held 
in Austin, Texas. That inaugural QC had attendees from 10 countries and 47 US states. 
The Wall Street Journal (2013) covered QC on a national level during that formative first 
year, titling the article “Quiltmaking’s New-Wave Movement” and referring to it as a 
“youthquake,” since 42% of attendees were under 45 that first year (Cox). QC has also 
been held in Savannah, Pasadena, and Nashville. The convention returned to Austin in 
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2020. In 2022 it will take place in Phoenix and in 2023 it will be in Atlanta. Due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the 2021 event was held virtually and retitled QuiltCon Together. 
Thousands of people, mostly women, attend QC from six continents to take 
classes, meet celebrities in the Modern quilt world, view booths full of the latest notions 
and supplies, admire patterns and fabric geared toward the Modern quiltmaker, and walk 
through a quilt show and juried competition including hundreds of quilts deemed Modern 
by the MQG jury and judges (Cooper, personal communication, April 3, 2020). The 
Modern quilt ethos of experimentation, inclusivity, minimalist aesthetic and social media 
frenzy all come together for four days. The experience is disseminated in real time via 
social media for anyone not in attendance, both strategically by the MQG and organically 
by attendees.  
Quilt Shows Versus Quilt Conventions 
Prior to QC, quilt conventions did exist, although they self-identified as shows 
and conferences, rather than conventions. Contemporary quilt shows for hobbyist 
quiltmakers often try to be everything for everyone in the quilt world. Berlo (Berlo & 
Crews, 2003) asserts that art museums have never been the “spinning center” that quilt 
culture turns on. State and county fairs may be popular, “but the new populist venue for 
quilts is the regional, national, and international quilt show” (Berlo & Crews, p. 31). 
Shows since the Big Bang decade began primarily with the International Quilt 
Festival (IQF), as referenced earlier. This convention is the largest and the longest 
running. It corresponds with the International Quilt Market, the industry’s biannual 
merchandise trade convention for upcoming products, which is closed to the public. IQF, 
run by Quilts, Inc., established the format for quilt conventions today, i.e. merchandise 
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booths, classes, and a quilt show featuring a variety of styles and interests in the quilt 
world. A low $15 per day entrance fee (or $50 for all days) gives access to the quilt show 
and booths. Additional fees are paid for over 70 classes offered in eight days (American 
Quilter’s Society, 2020). 
Other popular and long-established public hobbyist shows with similar dynamics 
are Quilt Week in Paducah, Kentucky, run by the American Quilter’s Society, and Pacific 
International Quilt Festival in Santa Clara, California, run by the Mancuso Show 
Management.  
QC is built on the same framework as the larger, established shows held in large, 
well-known convention centers. Locations are chosen for local entertainment factors and 
cities that have a supportive Modern quiltmaking community. Registration opens eight 
months in advance, which means the MQG staff is always working about two years 
ahead (Cooper, personal communication, April 3, 2020). 
Admission to walk the quilt show and vendor hall at QC is free for MQG 
members. A show pass is $15 per day for nonmembers (or $42 for all days) and gives 
access to the quilt show and booths. Additional fees are paid for over 100 classes and 
lectures (quiltcon.com, 2019). In 2020, lectures were given by various artists, designers 
and scholars on such topics as music and quilts, myths in quiltmaking, portrait quilts, 
generative art, texture, Japanese quiltmaking, and a joint lecture by Mary and Marianne 
Fons on American quiltmaking since 1970. Eighty-seven workshops, whose tickets were 
in high demand, were in three- or six-hour increments and cost an additional $89 to $163 
each. Over 40 teachers covered fabric dying, machine quilting, big stitch and sashiko 
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hand stitching, English paper-piecing, binding, improv, color theory, computer design 
and minimalism to name a few.  
In 2020, artist Victoria Findlay Wolfe headlined the show as guest speaker and 
displayed a retrospective exhibit of her quilts. The Esprit Collection of Lancaster County 
Amish Quilts was also on display. The annual QC Charity Quilt Challenge (now renamed 
the Community Outreach Quilt Challenge) features quilts that are sewn collaboratively 
by local guilds with each year’s theme, which are then donated to their preferred charities 
after the show. The theme for 2020 was “text.” The entire quilt show typically displays 
over 600 quilts, with around 400 in the competitive juried show that awards around 
$20,000 in prizes, and the remainder in special exhibits like those just mentioned 
(quiltcon.com, 2019).  
Fandom’s Home in the Modern Quilt Movement 
This thesis considers QC and the MQM in part through the lens of fan studies. 
Key facets of the MQM resemble those of other pop culture “fandoms,” including 
“appropriation, participation, emotional investment, collective intelligence and virtual 
community” (Gray, 2007, p. 363), all key facets of the MQM. According to the 
Quiltmaking in America survey (2017), 50% of dedicated quiltmakers (people who spend 
over $500 annually in the industry) are considered fans in the larger quilt world because 
they use social media and Google searches, up 14% since 2014. When the MQG used the 
word “convention” in the title of QuiltCon, they aligned with the Comic-Con type of fan 
culture, rather that the established quilt shows of the past, in a placemaking effort for fans 
of the MQM to gather in person.  
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At conventions, fans can live out their obsession alongside other fans. As defined 
in a Wall Street Journal article:  
Conventions are the physical manifestation of an obsessiveness bred by 
the Internet. The industry offers what the Internet does not: face-to-face 
experiences, custom swag, exclusive sneak peeks and the bragging rights 
that come with traveling to the spinning center of a pop-culture universe 
for one intense weekend. (Gamerman, 2016) 
Conventions allow fans to congregate in real life and assimilate with each other to 
participate in defining and perpetuating their fan community. QC attendees participate in 
Longhurst’s “elective belonging” and Sandvoss’s “regular, emotionally involved 
consumption of a given popular narrative or text” (Gray, 2007, p. 127 & 23). The 
emotional tie is key.  
Research conducted here is based on the assumption that attendees of QC perform 
this kind of pilgrimage because they are fans of some aspect of the Modern quiltmaking 
ethos. “The association of a sacred place of fandom with belonging helps contextualize 
the practice and experience of fan pilgrims" (Gray, 2007, p. 162). They have generally 
learned about various artists and designers through social media and have come to take 
classes from these “celebrities” and rub shoulders with other fans. “Crafting is now a 
community and a movement with appealing values, that people want to be a part of” 
(Gauntlett, 2018, p. 75).  
In 2013, Eventbrite conducted a fan convention survey that reported 65% of fans 
attend to “meet new friends” and 43% attend to “meet online friends in real life,” also a 
factor for QC attendees (Grate, 2017). In the 2020 QC registration book one focal caption 
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reads, “I love meeting new people at QuiltCon. This is the yearly vacation for my best 
friend and I - we enjoy taking a class together and then getting to meet people we see on 
Instagram!” (quiltcon.com, 2019). QC 2015 even sported a tattoo booth for fans of 
quiltmaking to memorialize their passion permanently on their bodies.  
Tula Pink is an exemplar of an MQM celebrity who makes appearances at QC. 
She is an artist who hides animals in her hand drawings that are then translated into 
repetitive pattern on fabric via digital layout. With over 150 million Instagram followers 
and her own notions and sewing machine line, she has become a star in the quilt world. 
Her fans, #tulatroops, use this hashtag on 66,000 Instagram posts. One of her earlier 
fabric lines, Parisville, which is now out of print (OOP), sells for $50 for a half-yard, 
rather than the original $6-7 (etsy.com). Tula Pink, and others like her, have an enormous 
fan following in the Modern quilt world today, making quiltmaking the next category in a 
vast mosaic of fandom.  
Tula Pink, Carolyn Friedlander, Alison Glass, Anna Maria Horner, the Ruby Star 
Society designers and others like them make public appearances at events like QC, as 
well as solo tours worldwide. Designers and artists on the traditional side also have 
followings, some even fill quilt cruises, but Modern fans seem to be different. Instagram 
accounts make artists seem like friends to the average quiltmaker and are watched closely 
and discussed extensively among quilt groups. Devotees sew clothes from their favorite 
quilt designer’s fabrics. They systematically make every pattern produced by their 
favorite quilt celebrity (Cox, 2011). They make time for and spend money on 
quiltmaking at earlier ages when discretionary money and time are more limited. They 
want autographs in their books, on finished quilts and even tattoos of favorite fabric 
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motifs on their skin. QC, as the in-person gathering place for fans of Modern 
quiltmaking, provides a valuable window into what these fans are like, how they interact 
with each other, and how their participation in this event defines the MQM and its place 
in American quilt history.   
For the purposes of this thesis, I have chosen to study the MQM through one of the 
most visible aspects of the movement: QuiltCon, as an in-person manifestation of a 
grassroots, digital community. Nevertheless, the research does not assume that all 
attendees of QC are avid Modern fans. Some may participate in investigative and/or 
supportive roles. By the same token, not all Modern fans are MQG members. Others are 
unable to attend QC in their lifetimes. This project takes one snapshot of one QuiltCon, at 
a time in America when this aspect of quilt culture and feminine leisure time is evolving 
quickly and raucously. The main purpose of this study is not to definitively bind or fix 
the larger MQM or a stereotypical Modern quiltmaker, thereby excluding others. Rather 
it is exploratory and seeks to capture the multi-vocality of the movement, the variety of 
styles and backgrounds of those who identify as Modern, and their experiences within 
this community. As an “insider ethnography,” it represents one quiltmaker’s attempt to 
join pop culture with academia and endeavor to illuminate a social phenomenon. 
In anthropological terms, this project constitutes an ethnography of an emerging 
subculture (Modern quiltmaking) within a dominant culture (hobbyist quiltmaking) 
populated primarily by middle class women who spend much of their feminine leisure 
time and disposable income on quiltmaking, to the point that they negotiate extra of both 
to travel out of state in a pilgrimage to attend a fan convention based on their chosen 
leisure activity. The objective is to document this moment on the spectrum of American 
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quiltmaking, raising questions for future study and contributing to the ethnographic 
record of contemporary craft practices and their social and cultural significance.  
This study sets out to answer the following questions: 
Research Questions 
1. What kinds of people attend QC, and what types of experiences and encounters do 
they expect at the convention?  
2. What needs does QC meet for this subset of quiltmakers who attend and for the 
greater community of Modern quiltmakers?  
3. What role does QC play in cementing the identity and core values of Modern 
quiltmakers and the MQM?  
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
To date, the interdisciplinary field of quilt studies has been dominated by historical 
and art historical approaches, with a few notable exceptions. These disciplinary lenses 
tend to emphasize the aesthetic, material qualities of historical quilts, with the social and 
cultural contexts of production and use as secondary themes. Quilt scholars have yet to 
substantially investigate contemporary quilt practices and the new community of Modern 
makers in situ. Modern voices as trained scholars are not present in noteworthy numbers 
in academia; rather cultural experts and marketing departments are analyzing 
contemporary trends. 
Several bodies of scholarly literature outside of quilt studies are relevant to 
understanding QC and its place in the MQM. The MQM ethos and the channels through 
which the Modern community constitutes itself resemble communities examined in the 
field of fan studies. Additionally, some of this scholarship intersects with work in the 
anthropology of ritual and pilgrimage. Feminist and women’s studies perspectives are 
also useful frameworks, given the demographic of MQM practitioners and the shifting 
status of women’s domestic crafts within society and feminist projects. This thesis brings 
academic attention to the quilt revival culture post turn of the century, and the new 
channels Modern voices inhabit. I also address the stark absence of ethnographies on 
contemporary quilt conventions of any kind, specifically Modern conventions, which 
have a unique cultural flavor. 
Quilt Studies and Disciplinary Silences 
Some scholars have looked at how we study quiltmaking. Bernick (1994), defined 
feminist quilt culture as a diverse conglomerate of scholars, feminist historians, makers of 
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art quilts and the average traditional quilter. She discusses how these groups engaged 
with each other to establish defined borders within American quilt culture. Weidlich 
(1994) labels the two camps within quilt scholarship as 1) quilt scholars or lay scholars 
with practical experience in museums, press, creating quilts, or curating them, and 2) 
academic scholars, formally trained researchers from any number of applicable 
disciplines. One generally focuses on documenting a collection and the other on theory. 
Weidlich argues the forums and critical context are different for each party and rarely 
converge. Her aim of women taking back the study of their realm is less relevant for my 
generation. Since her article was published, quilt studies has progressed as a scholarly 
field, as evidenced by the work of researchers such as Berlo, Crews, Gunn, Hanson, 
Horton, Mainardi, Ordonez, Stalp, Ulrich, Waldvogel, Zegart, and many others. Their 
studies appear in quilt journals and published books (Berlo & Crews, 2003; Hanson & 
Crews, 2009; Stalp, 2006b, 2007).  
However, there are fewer academically-recognized figures who write 
knowledgably and convincingly about contemporary quiltmaking, such as Carlton, Fons, 
Grant, Hutchinson, Kight, Knauer, May, Ringle, Saafir, Schmidt, and Soper. Part of what 
makes this second group so interesting is the dynamic of ages, creative and public 
experience, and the loose way in which things are discussed or published online or in 
trade books and magazines directed at Modern culture (Fons, 2017; May, 2014; Menardi 
et al, 2017; Knauer, 2019). They show that both of Weidlich’s forums - collection and 
theory - converge today. This thesis models how Modern quiltmakers can enrich 




Modern quiltmaking’s history is constantly being written, largely because it is a 
complex community still growing and evolving. Zegart, in conjunction with the 
Kentucky Quilt Project, made the documentary Why Quilts Matter (2011) on the history 
of American quiltmaking, just as Modern’s steam was really starting to produce. She 
noted, “The quilt world is as big as a small country and it often acts like one” (Episode 
8), and the emerging counter-culture of Modern is no exception. What she didn’t note 
was anything relating to the MQM.  
Formative Quilt Studies 
Several significant anthologies have been published reviewing quilt history from 
an academic perspective. The usual school of thought is to group quilts by date and 
analyze what styles and techniques were common during a certain closed time period 
(Berlo & Crews, 2003; Crews & Ducey, 2018; Hanson & Crews, 2009; Kiracofe, 2014; 
Shaw, 1997). In only one updated version of a quilt anthology is anything past the year 
2000 listed (Shaw, 2014). Many other quilt histories have been written with a stylistic or 
regional focus, but since none of those pertained to my subject, they will not be reviewed 
here. 
 Browsing topics of Uncoverings from the last five years, produced by some 
American researchers of quilt history, generally only pre-1970 styles and themes are 
covered (americanquiltstudygroup.org). Typically the focus of quilt histories in books are 
the end products’ stylistic categories such as studio art (Shaw, 1997), log cabin, colonial 
revival (Hanson & Crews, 2009), or whole cloth (Crews & Ducey, 2018) within specific 
time periods.  
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To place the quilts in their historical contexts in these types of research, national 
political and social issues are mentioned, sometimes inserting photos of groups of 
temperance women or suffragists (Ferrero et al, 1987), demonstrating quiltmaking as a 
response to these issues. Sometimes photos are shown of everyday women using their 
homemade crafts (Berlo & Crews, 2003; Crews & Ducey, 2018; Ferrero et al, 1987; 
Hanson & Crews, 2009; Shaw, 2014;). What need did quiltmaking fill in their emotional 
lives? We may not be able to know directly from them, unless we have access to relevant 
historical documents, but we can document the feelings and outlooks of today’s avid 
quiltmakers. Indeed, this thesis shifts the focus from time periods and quilt styles to the 
anthropological and sociological study of the women behind the quilts, as exemplified by 
Mazloomi’s (2015, 2019) anthologies on contemporary art quilts by people of color. 
A few researchers have looked at the overall sociology of women in relation to 
quilt studies. Ferrero et al’s (1987, 1994) work on the influence of women and their quilts 
in society, both in print and on the screen is a prime example. Additionally, Berlo and 
Crews (2003) created an historic study of American quiltmaking that is “Wild By 
Design,” noting that experimentation and pushing the envelope can be found in both 
historical art and everyday quilts. This is a symbol of the greater American spirit of 
industry. Referring to ethnic quiltmaking traditions, Berlo argues: 
The more we can understand about the crosscurrents of materials, 
technologies, meanings, patterns, and imagery in these quilts, the more 
we can affirm that quiltmaking . . . embraces diversity, individuality, 
and singularity of vision, as well as cooperation, cross-cultural 
encounter, and democratization. (p. 26) 
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Much of the values Berlo and Crews (2003) and also Shaw (2014) place on 200 years of 
American quiltmaking can be used in the study of today’s wild designs. 
Stepping back from quiltmaking specifically, Gauntlett (2018) discusses the same 
creative values in craft that are important to Berlo (2003) and Shaw (2014) in 
quiltmaking: self-reliance, individualism, and community, and adds digital 
empowerment. Gauntlett’s location of study is largely online, which can also be seen in 
the MQM. He even goes so far as to promote handmade as the answer to political 
confusion and consumer excess, as making for ourselves forces us to reject big suppliers, 
slow down, and see how what we do affects the world around us. Crafting can be a 
reclamation of life.  
Emergent Themes in the Study of Contemporary Quiltmaking 
To date, only a few scholarly works address the MQM head on. The perspective 
of Rushman’s (2012) University of Nebraska thesis, “Modern Quiltmaking: DIY 
Discourse,” is that Modern is both an attitude or approach and an aesthetic. Through 
interviews with seven chapters of the MQG, Rushman found that these women were 
drawn to this movement not solely based on their interest in making Modern-styled 
quilts. A bigger factor was that they enjoyed the feelings that permeate the culture of 
Modern quiltmaking, namely the lack of rules in construction and the open atmosphere at 
meetings. Interestingly, Rushman found that some women attended just to be part of the 
spirit of Modern but did not subscribe to the aesthetic style in their own quilts. One 
woman even stated that nothing new or even aesthetically beautiful had been shared at 
the latest meeting to inspire her own making, but that she always leaves feeling so 
euphorically high that it didn’t seem to matter (Rushman, 2012, p. 85).  
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 Pokorny’s (2020) University of Minnesota thesis, “Innovation in Craft: A Mixed 
Methods Study on Pre-cut Fabrics’ Impact on Quiltmaking,” contributes to the study of 
both young and 21st century quiltmakers by examining the ways precut fabric bundles 
change quiltmaking strategies for women under 45. Precuts are either strips or large 
squares of each fabric in a designer’s line of fabric, precut and preassembled by the 
manufacturer to be sold as a collection and used together in a quilt. Pokorny found that 
these consumer products aided the young quiltmaker’s need for instant gratification, 
pushed their new skills, accommodated their life constraints, and lowered perceived 
fabric selection risks. The purchase of precuts also redefined the fabric stash by driving 
purchasing with purpose, and also provided collectible eye candy to be displayed as 
unused décor. 
Smith’s (2011) University of Iowa thesis, “Framing Quilts/Framing Culture: 
Women’s Work and the Politics of Display,” discusses how publicly displaying what 
women make further empowers them to define their own culture. Through the 
examination of quilt displays at the Iowa State Fair, a Mennonite charity auction, the 
Smithsonian Institution, and the American Quilter’s Society, Smith determines that quilt 
display is used to “further cultural heritage, manifest faith, delineate aesthetic values, 
reinforce disciplinary boundaries, and elevate artistic status” (pp. 4-5). She argues that 
the labeling, categorizing, and valuing of these quilts on display is a highly politicized 
action that adds to the debate about quilts’ utility, workmanship, and aesthetics. Just 
hanging up women’s work in any public sphere can have a political connotation and 




One very recent addition, and the first major study of a quilt convention is Duryea 
Wong’s (2019) Magic and Memories: 45 Years of the International Quilt Festival. This 
heavily researched book chronicles the historical events of the oldest and largest quilt 
show in America and gives us our only other major study of a quilt event. QC falls in line 
with these studies of community and display because it is the public manifestation of an 
online or local guild culture. Questions of how the juried show defines the Modern 
aesthetic right now are investigated in my analysis. One aspect of QC I discuss 
thoroughly is their juried show which has generated much controversy, including a 
hashtag on Instagram #quiltconreject as an online resistance toward and within a group of 
resisters. 
Layperson Publications Today 
As a symbol of where their organization currently stands, the MQG published 
their first coffee table-style book, Modern Quilts: Designs of the New Century in 2017 
(Menardi et al), much along the lines of established quilt reference books (Crews & 
Ducey, 2018; Hanson & Crews, 2009; Shaw, 2014). In a very readable, digestible way, 
the leadership chose to document their working definition of the Modern aesthetic as well 
as to write a brief history of the MQG’s part in the MQM, thus self-labeling and 
attempting to protect and preserve their definition of Modern and their expert authority to 
do so.  
The book expounds on the influences for beginning the MQG in Los Angeles, as 
summarized on the MQG website. This tableau serves to reiterate their mission with 
some brief explanations and many glossy pages of photos of Modern quilts that have 
been made and displayed during the movement so far (themodernquiltguild.com). 
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Important to note, none of the three women who co-authored this book (some of them 
original founders of the MQG) have any quilt-specific academic training or formal 
contributions to scholarly research in quilt studies. Their reputations are built on their 
creations, involvement, and definitions of a large social movement, supporting the way 
quilt studies have always included practitioners, enthusiasts, industry players, museum-
based researchers and staff, and academics. 
Sometimes enough experience in the quilt world makes good writers acceptable in 
the academic world. Roderick Kiracofe is one of those. Years of quilt curation and his 
creation with Michael Kile, The Quilt Digest, a magazine on quilt history and culture, 
allows Kiracofe to walk between Weidlich’s two worlds. In his study of visually unusual 
quilts in the second half of the 20
th
 century, Unconventional and Unexpected (2014), 
Kiracofe uses the familiar large, glossy picture format to show particularly unexpected 
quilts he has curated, but includes essays written by “authors, curators, educators, 
historians, artists, and quiltmakers” (p. 14). Even industry leaders Denyse Schmidt and 
Kaffe Fassett make author appearances, showing that the quilt world and scholars can 
work together to make respected contributions to quilt history.  
Other examples of trade contributions include the Quilt Alliance’s Go Tell It At 
The Quilt Show! and Save Our Stories (2019), as well as Zegart’s (2011) quilt 
documentary. Mary Fons is currently chronicling all styles of contemporary quiltmaking 
state by state in the quarterly, ad-free magazine QuiltFolk. Each of these illuminate the 
women behind the quilts in the 21
st
 century.  
It seems that enough time has gone by for artists to put together their own 
anthologies of the 21st century Modern quiltmaking experience. Researcher and 
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quiltmaker Rachel May (2014) put together the first anthology of Modern makers and 
their work, Quilting With a Modern Slant. In 2019 an important collection of quilts and 
essays from more than 40 leading, contemporary quiltmakers was published. Titled Why 
We Quilt (Knauer, 2019), it details what inspires and imbues their making and how they 
use quilts to connect with others personally, politically and historically. A similar book, 
Quilted: From Pattern to Patchwork, Personal and Professional Stories, was published 
the same year by Uppercase (Vangool, 2019). The latter two books were used as 
instruments of fandom during my experience at QC and will be referred to later in the 
findings.  
Women’s Studies and Quilts 
 
For the purposes of this study, feminism intersects quiltmaking as a lens through 
which to understand how and why seven to 10 million contemporary quiltmakers in the 
United States, who are predominantly but not exclusively women, are spending their 
money and feminine leisure time. Some scholars argue that these subconscious 
reclamation actions, while not leading rallies for change in the women’s sphere, are a 
worthwhile contribution to third wave feminism because making a feminine domestic 
activity vibrant and cool is itself empowering to women (Pentney, 2008; Stoller, 2003). 
Second wave feminists sometimes view contemporary feminists disparagingly because of 
perceived views that today’s feminists have made proclamations that feminism is 
accomplished and over, or that they focus on the narrative of their own female 
experiences, or are missing dedicated, organized social justice projects and goals, a key 
for feminism (Baumgardner & Richards, 2000; Braithwaite, 2002). This thesis does not 
weigh in on what contemporary feminism is or isn’t, but pulls in aspects of feminist and 
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women’s studies scholarship to consider the MQM in relation to women’s work and 
feminine reclamation. 
Extensive groundbreaking work has been done by Stalp (1993, 2006, 2007, 2015) on 
the sociology of quiltmaking as female leisure. From her thesis on the reclamation of 
quiltmaking in the private female sphere (1993) to naming hobbyist quiltmaking an 
unpaid but valid subjective career (2006a), Stalp (2006b) gives legitimacy to the 
negotiation of time and space which women act out in their homes across the country. 
“Women quiltmakers challenge traditional family dynamics when they take leisure time 
for themselves, yet they simultaneously embody feminine characteristics by engaging in 
what we consider a traditionally feminine activity” (Stalp, 2006, p. 105). She argues that 
creating these “rooms of one’s own” are a way for women to assert their power first 
physically in their homes and then emotionally in the time spent to practice the craft as 
woman as individual, not woman as wife or mother (Woolf, 1929). Finally, economic 
power is asserted in the purchase of supplies and eventually enables one to participate in 
an activity like QC. 
In Quiltmaking: The Fabric of Everyday Lives (2007), Stalp contributes research on 
why quiltmaking is so popular today by determining that meaning making in quiltmaking 
as a verb creates the identity of the quiltmaker as a noun. A room of one’s own is 
extended metaphorically to a much larger space beyond the maternal sewing room of my 
childhood. Some women initially only allow themselves to make a quilt when it is for 
someone else: to meet a need or to give as a gift. Eventually they grow into quiltmaker as 
an identity and create a line item in the household budget titled “fabric.” Quiltmakers 
adapt as they gain confidence in the legitimacy of this form of leisure and progress to 
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making for its own sake. QC contributes to this by establishing a large convention 
devoted to this type of making, where, as will be discussed in the findings, permission 
and validation are strong themes. 
Stalp’s work focuses mainly on the midlife or retirement-aged woman and does not 
focus on Modern quiltmaking specifically. This thesis begins to take the next steps by 
examining how women today possibly put off the “feminine mystique” (Friedan, 1963) 
by choosing to fill their childbearing years at home with quiltmaking for themselves, and 
how they connect with others through blogs, quilt groups and fan conventions, rather than 
in the corporate world or picket lines of second wave feminism. 
Women’s studies in this thesis is used as a critical framework toward feminine craft 
and leisure time, more than Feminism, capital ‘F’ as a movement. Some artists in the 
Modern realm use quilts politically, referred to as “craftivism,” like Sara Trail’s Social 
Justice Sewing Academy (Trail, 2019), Jody Ipsen’s Migrant Quilt Project (Ipsen, 2019), 
#quiltsforpulse (a community activist project for the benefit of victims of the shootings at 
Pulse Nightclub in Orlando in 2016), Chawne Kimber’s (2019) African-American quilts, 
or Miriam Coffey’s The F Word (2018) quilt to name a few (Reizman, 2018). These 
quilts may be increasing in number, but do not outweigh the majority of quilts being 
made today, although the Modern realm seems to be where craftivism quilts are most 
likely to be found.  
This thesis is not a study in feminist activism through quiltmaking, even though one 
could be done within the Modern quiltmaking lens. The Modern ethos, with its generally 
apolitical consumerism (which could also be contested), in and of itself places high value 
on accepting women of all ages and professional backgrounds, not denigrating some for 
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staying at home or glorifying those who have expansive careers early in life (Pentney, 
2008). Third wave feminism could stretch to include those who are practicing feminism 
in any way; this includes men and those who don’t identify what they are doing behind 
their sewing machine as feminist actions (Gray, 1997). Today’s women are taking part in 
a traditionally domestic craft, yes, but are they participating for reasons of reversing work 
done by second wave feminists or of conscious participation in the current feminist 
movement? Or neither?  
Connecting Fan Studies to the Quilt World 
The word fan is short for fanatic, defined as persons inspired by enthusiastic 
frenzy. “Fan” first appeared in literary journals in the late 19th century in reference to 
sports fans and then female theater goers (Jenkins, 2013). To be a fan one must have an 
obsession to be fannish about. Fans acknowledge “the common, everyday way in which 
we find pleasure in the purchase of consumer goods, and acknowledge that it may be silly 
or irrational, but still a pleasure; and then consistently forget about how temporary this 
diversion is” (Gauntlett, 2018, p. 19). This is how so many quiltmakers inadvertently 
purchase another fat quarter of the same fabric already hiding in their stashes. Or why it 
doesn’t matter if one has five or 20 quilts one is working on. A vast majority (85%) of 
Americans can be considered fans of something, a number explained by the rise of the 
individual’s digital empowerment both via social media and streaming content 
(Kresnicka, 2016).  
Fan studies is considered an undisciplined discipline, using interdisciplinary 
methods and traditions (Jenkins, 2013, Ford, 2014). Fandom cuts across sociology, 
anthropology, economics, gender, history, and, I would add, material culture, 
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contributing to the understanding of wider social structures and our roles in them (Gray, 
2007). In this case fans of Modern quiltmaking are “spectators who transform the 
experience into a rich and complex participatory culture” (Jenkins, 2013, p. 23), thus 
contributing to the fast-moving, emerging, and evolving culture that is Modern 
quiltmaking. Through comments on first Flickr, then on blogs and Instagram, Modern 
quilt fans, who are used to participating in the DIY movement, have been enabled to 
become publishers and assumed experts, defining and redefining the MQM for any 
number of other fans in an effort to “assert mastery over the mass-produced texts which 
provide the raw materials for their own cultural productions and the basis for their social 
interactions” (Jenkins, 2013, p. 23).  
Fan studies has seen three generations of evolution, according to Gray et al 
(2007). The first considered fans as the rejected and disempowered outsiders. They were 
“othered” by mainstream society and studied by scholars outside of those fan 
communities. Next, corporations and their marketing departments realized the passion 
and economy of fandom, and fans were instead wooed by cultural industries. Fandom 
expanded from Trekkies to sports spectators and political followings. Finally, fandom has 
become a strong field to study how fan audiences “tell us something about the way in 
which we relate to those around us” (p. 10).  
 Textual Poachers (Jenkins, 2013, 2nd ed.), considered the foundation of fan 
studies, is an ethnography of white, middle class women who love elaborate television 
shows, people Jenkins felt existed in the margins between mass culture and everyday life. 
He discovers that fans work together to create their communities and by so doing, create 
new material objects from the original obsession. This appropriation by spectators, or 
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poaching, allows them to transform original text into fan community culture. Later fan 
studies labeled this style of poaching affirmational and found that women mostly enact 
this and that women mostly study the women who enact it (Ford, 2014).  
Bacon-Smith (1992) studied female fans of Star Trek. Bacon-Smith’s ethnography, 
Enterprising Women, studies the material objects produced by these women, and calls 
their fandom a subversive act of bending popular cultural artifacts. They come together to 
form marginalized social communities because the outside world does not understand 
their passion, in much the same way quilt guilds are formed. As with quiltmakers, Bacon-
Smith’s group spends a significant amount of time rebelliously creating in their 
community, with no goal of financial gain, but in an effort to have something to 
contribute to the conventions.  
In Ford’s (2014) 20th anniversary review of Textual Poachers (Jenkins, 2013, 2nd 
ed.), he writes that our culture has evolved into an active process requiring more 
scholarly work on the “making meaning of, responding to, and communicating through 
and around media content” (p. 54). In other words, fan studies has become too important 
to ignore. “Perhaps the most important contribution of contemporary audiences thus lies 
in furthering our understanding of how we form emotional bonds with ourselves and 
others in a modern, mediated world” (Gray, 2007).  These emotional bonds of fandom 
can also be found in contemporary quiltmaking, as this thesis examines. 
The Fan and the Pilgrim 
Because fans often take their online connections to in-person conventions, they 
could also be referred to as pilgrims on a journey, or pilgrimage. Academic study of 
pilgrimage has itself experienced a sort of evolution. This “congregation through ritual” 
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(Throop & Laughlin, 2002) or “leave-taking and temporary otherness” (Reader & Walter, 
1993) or “anthropology of experience” (Turner & Turner, 1978) was studied historically 
by Durkheim (1912) and then the Turners (1969, 1978) and was focused on the 
permanent shrines of religion and/or death. Examples were pilgrimages to Mecca or 
Santiago de Compostela (Reader & Walter, 1993). A pilgrim’s journey was valiant 
because of the sacrifice from work time for worship, healing, or war (Davidson & Gitlitz, 
2002). During the late 20
th
 century pilgrimage was extended beyond the religious sphere, 
to encompass pop culture sites like Elvis Presley’s Graceland and the Anfield Stadium 
memorial in Liverpool, bringing pilgrimage studies in alignment with fan studies. 
QC pilgrims are searching for life, rather than commemorating death. Once at 
their community’s sacred space, in this case QC, fan-pilgrims join in a collective, 
emotional experience referred to by the Turners (1978, 2012) as communitas, “an 
essential and generic human bond” which occurs unmediated and spontaneous, “richly 
charged with affect” (1978, p. 250-251). These shared experiences solidify what it means 
to be a part of the community and what the community means in general. It is not only 
about going to the site of your favorite television series, it is also about the shared rituals 
that occur during the visit and the connections made with other fan-pilgrims while at the 
site (Brooker, 2007a, 2007b). 
Modern as Counter-culture 
 In many ways, the MQM can be seen as a counter-culture to traditional 
quiltmaking, as fan groups are often viewed within mainstream social norms. Counter-
cultures offer a critique of or resistance to an existing mainstream base. This minority 
group becomes conscious of their opposing values and creates a counter-, not sub-culture, 
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seeking authenticity as the mainstream culture (Desmond et al, 2000). Some core values 
of the disaffected counter-culture should lie in direct opposition to the base, creating a 
necessary uneasy symbiosis that highlights opposing values important to each group.  
Martin & Siehl (1983) argue that a counter-culture can be useful in creating a safe 
space for the development of innovation. Hebdige (1979) and Fox (1987) continue by 
studying British and American punk in the 1980s and 1990s, including self-labeling. The 
stratification Fox discovers within punk counter-culture, which can be applied to the QC 
culture is 1) the hardcore, the most involved with the greatest amount of prestige (at QC 
this would be the organizers and industry celebrities), 2) the softcore, the largest group 
taking cues from the hardcore (main attendees and/or insiders witnessing via social media 
from home), and 3) spectators, outsiders with an interest in the scene (weekend locals 
and/or the quilt world witnessing via social media from home). These categories will be 
discussed and applied further in chapter five. 
The MQM aligns with Desmond et al’s (2000) “aesthetic counter-culturalism” 
which experiments with style, rather than “revolutionary counter-culturalism,” which 
wants to change the mainstream. These makers challenge “refined” taste, and celebrate 
the feminine, nature, and untamed creativity (p. 250).  Royce (2017) argued that 
discontent for discontent’s sake is not worthwhile, but that keeping the good of the past 
while undergoing periodic critical reexamination is healthy and needed. Welsh academic 
Williams discussed change poetically, “A lived hegemony is always a process. . . it does 
not just passively exist as a form of dominance. It has to be continually renewed, 
recreated, defended, and modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, 
challenged by pressures not at all its own” (1994, p. 598). Thus, a “panoply of new 
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spaces” is created for these fans to create and relish in their communities provided by the 
Internet, social media, and conventions like QC (Desmond et al, 2000, p. 255).   
The counter-culture of the Modern ethos is to be studied (and also practiced) as an 
enlightened loyalty to quiltmaking’s evolutionary history. Researcher Rushman (2012) 
noted one participant statement which is accurate here, “We did not invent the wheel, we 
are just rolling it down a different hill” (p. 94). This could be performed in quilt 
scholarship as well. 
This ethnographic study of the counter-culture of Modern quiltmaking aims to 
combine several disciplines’ worth of valuable scholarship and research from a variety of 
areas into a deeper understanding of what Modern quiltmaking specifically means for 
society and the fan-pilgrims who participate in the movement. By understanding what 
making a quilt means for these women, the quilt world, contemporary feminism, and fan 





CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 
 
This social scientific study utilizes qualitative research methods, with an arts-based, 
constructivist/interpretivist epistemology and ontology within the critical framework of 
quilt history, women’s studies, and fandom. Because this is an empirical study of human 
experience played out in a convention center using participant observation, interviews, 
and reviewing media such as magazines and Instagram posts, flexible qualitative methods 
are used to examine “how people make meaning” in their collective lives (Maxwell, 
2013, p. 43; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 65). Meaning is made and communicated 
through what we produce – QC quilts, clothing, social media posts - just as much as what 
we say and do (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Research methods include immersive 
participant observation, object analysis, visual ethnography, media analysis, and 
conversational and after-show formal expert interviews. Texts studied include fans’ 
interactions with each other, the teachers/celebrities, and me, wearables on the fans such 
as handmade clothing and accessories using popular quilt fabric, lanyard decoration of 
the nametags which includes trading pins, and the quilts on display in classes, booths and 
the quilt exhibit. As one of the texts studied are quilts themselves, an arts-based 
perspective is anchored throughout my data collection and analysis. 
For the purposes of this study, a culture is defined as the values and behaviors of a 
specific subset of people. D’Andrade (1992) writes that this group is made up of a 
significant number of people who intersubjectively share an enacted behavior, a physical 
possession, and internal thoughts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 29), similar to the 
communitas that can occur when attending a fan convention, for example. This event is 
the “outcome of the interaction of structure and agency through the practice of everyday 
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life” (O’Reilly, 2005, p. 28), as quiltmaking truly is for most of these fans. Two aspects 
of culture are central to this project: the fans and the convention itself.  
Epistemology and Texts 
 
My methodology is grounded in the idea of co-constructed realities and subjective 
findings found in constructivist/interpretivist epistemology (Lincoln et al, 2018). This 
framework posits that social knowledge is group based and decided on collectively. In 
this particular study, the researcher as “passionate participant,” the texts, and fellow 
participants form reality together (pp. 110-111). This is also a principal facet in my 
experience with the quilt world in general. When a quiltmaker does not know how to 
perform a new technique or which binding to choose for finishing a quilt, she turns to her 
group for help. In a more specific sense, the Modern quiltmakers studied here come to 
QC to also consort with their larger group. This methodology is used to study what 
collective meaning they come to and what shared emotions they experience at QC. 
Because I have been in the quilt world myself for nearly 20 years, this is a heuristic 
inquiry, informed both by my past quiltmaking experiences in Modern quiltmaking and 
my first QC experience as a passionate participant. Inductive reasoning allows data to 
flow from smaller, earlier theories into larger concepts of knowledge through analysis 
and experience, just as my own construction of knowledge about QC and the MQM flows 
from my personal reality.  
Ethnography to Define a Bounded Community 
This project studies a multi-sited community that uses multi-channel distribution. 
The spaces are both online and face to face and include participant observation, 
interaction, and the study of the material culture produced and circulated by this 
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community. Several social scientists have studied the need to observe a community’s 
space, both in-person and online. O’Toole and West (2008) create an 
ethnomethodological case study with grounded theory to focus on how personal space 
and group shared space determines company culture in an office. They discuss the 
physical territory within ethnographies as a kind of material culture itself, arguing that the 
physical territory of the group is the “primary catalyst for the group’s formation” (p. 
618). A group’s physical territory, in this case the convention floor and the material 
objects, i.e. quilts, clothing, object-carrying strategies (rolling luggage), are a primary 
catalyst for the group’s culture (Van Maanen & Barley, 1985). In Gauntlett’s online 
world, these spaces are blogs and comments on social network forums. Since QC is a 
brief and temporary period of crossroads of both spaces, it is the ideal setting for studying 
this phenomenon.  
Ethnographic Research Design 
O’Reilly’s (2005) description of ethnography as a method prioritizes the 
examination of how people feel in their everyday lives and within their established 
communities, extending the site to the emotional realm. Her focus on emotive experience 
within ethnography applies especially to my later findings on pilgrimage and 
communitas. Ethnography is iterative and inductive, a process I adopted in beginning 
with my own experiences within the MQM and some basic observations that led to points 
of social inquiry. I was only embedded in this space for one instance of QC, rather than 
the extended period of time normally used in anthropological ethnographies (Anderson, 
2006; Davis & Craven, 2016; O’Reilly, 2005). Future research on QC will continue to be 
gathered by myself to add depth to the findings in this thesis. 
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Pink (2009) advocates for a variety of visual methods in place-making when 
conducting visual anthropology. Visual ethnographic methods allow for later reflection 
on the experience through “walking with video” or “shadow walking,” enabling myself 
and others to see through the eyes of an attendee (Pink, 2009). The camera becomes a 
mode of participation for the ethnographer to become entangled in the experience. 
Photography, audio, and video were used to record data at QC as privileged, embodied, 
emplaced insights into all senses. The wider scope of multisensory data better envelopes 
the range of emotions and cultural aspects that occur when this large group of women 
came together. Pink proposes that this type of data be used to research, not represent, the 
space being studied. Strategies suggested by Hahn involve direct participation in the 
group activity, in her case group dance, much the same way I allowed myself a few 
unbridled fan experiences at QC as a “supertourist” (Van Maanen, 2004).  
Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity 
By participating in research “on, by and especially for women . . . feminist 
scholars advocate an integrative, trans-disciplinary approach to knowledge which 
grounds theory contextually in the concrete realm of women’s everyday lives” (Stacey, 
1988). The main feminist argument this thesis supports is the validation that much can be 
learned by studying how millions of women choose to spend their leisure time. “This 
method draws on those resources of empathy, connection, and concern that many 
feminists consider to be women’s special strengths and which they argue should be 
germinal in feminist research” (Stacey, 1988). Indeed, findings around the heightened, 
spontaneous group emotion – communitas or collective effervescence - which occurred 
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during this pilgrimage highlight the empathetic connections made by these female makers 
at this event (Durkheim, 1912; Turner & Turner, 1978). 
Feminist ethnography grew out of the effort to correct women’s absence in this 
field of scholarship, examining both the female experience, as well as female views of 
cross-gender experiences. Using tenets of feminist ethnography involves foundations in 
feminist sensibility, paying attention to marginality, power differentials, and feminist 
intellectual scholarship. Traditional feminist ethnography often focuses on stratification 
within race, class, or physical ability (Davis & Craven, 2016). I did not proceed in this 
manner, but this study does look into power relationships in women’s lives by arguing 
that the nature of having this subjective career reflects their growing independence and 
privilege.  
“Lived experience is the starting point and end point of phenomenological 
research” (Van Manen, 1990). My own quilt story is typical of the young, Modern 
quiltmaker. I was inspired by maternal sewing in my childhood home, began quiltmaking 
as a way to preserve memories of my grandmother for myself and my siblings, and 
evolved through self-taught, peer-reviewed techniques. I was heavily influenced by local 
quiltmakers, as well as by Flickr, quilt blogs and eventually Instagram. I recognized and 
embraced the liberated quilt styles and fabrics being produced in the last 20 years 
(Marston, 2010). Eventually I taught what I knew at my local quilt shop and formed the 
Utah County Modern Quilt Group (UCMQG), a large monthly meeting of technique, 
show and tell, and friendship, which I led for seven years. Four times my friends and I 
ran QuiltBliss, a mountain sewing retreat with thoughtful classes and good food. 
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 The co-creator of UCMQG and I began in 2011 (see figures 3.1 and 3.2). 
UCMQG began because the 2008 recession’s impact on our local quilt store was so 
severe that new energy and hope was needed. There were some necessary growing pains, 
in our opinion, of the MQG formation which occurred around the same time and 
combined with the steep annual MQG dues for a group as large as ours, we opted to 
remain an unaffiliated group, rather than an official chapter of the MQG. When I decided 
to move to academia, my friend conceded that it took both of us to make it great and we 
officially closed the group’s existence. To date, Utah has two official chapters of the 
MQG: Salt Lake City MQG and Red Rock MQG. I have never attended any of their 
meetings.  
    
 
Figure 3.1 A few UCMQG members on location before the quilt shop was torn down in 2017 (left), photo 
by unknown employee & Figure 3.2 Our last UCMQG meeting in 2018 (right), photo by passerby  
 
Insider/Outsider Duality 
Traditionally ethnographies evoke the thick, rich description of a group of 
faraway “others” whose culture seems foreign to either the researcher or the audience of 
the finished research product. How could thousands of quiltmakers in Texas one weekend 
in February seem remote and interesting? As an acafan, sharing the role of academic and 
fan, I see both the familiar and the strange (Van Maanen, 2004). In my case I hold no 
illusions that the others are not myself. Tsing notes that “participant-observation begins at 
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home - and not only because we are studying ‘ourselves’; part of every ‘us’ is ‘other,’ 
too” (Behar & Gordon, 1996). I seek to be transparent about my own membership in this 
fan group and disclose my biases and assumptions based on my experiential knowledge 
in the quilt world, knowing that in many ways this vulnerability makes me a better-
informed insider. This reflexivity helps me to bracket my familiarity and assumptions as 
an insider, in an effort to somewhat suspend judgment of QC going into this research 
project (Maxwell, 2013).  
I ascribe to the views of researchers like Ruth Behar, who focuses on self-
reflexivity in social research. Of her work, fandom studies researcher Kustritz writes: 
This introspection deeply probes the layers of hierarchy and difference 
at play when the life story of a researcher comes into contact with the 
on-going life stories of her group of interest . . . it is more honest and 
affords deeper human connections with participants and readers to 
acknowledge our fallibility and partiality while engaging in what she 
terms ‘vulnerable observation.’ (2011) 
In my abstract I stated that I am an acafan holding a “position of intimate affinity” 
(Narayan, 1993, p. 671). The insider/outsider debate in anthropology has a long history. 
Can a member of a group set aside biases and produce valuable academic research? Can 
an academic maintain insider status in the process? Fan studies is now an academically 
established subject, but a version of this debate continues via the term “acafan” (Ford, 
2014). I would argue that being forced to choose between two opposing sides 
(insider/outsider) is simplistic and unnecessary in constructivist qualitative research 
(Davis & Craven, 2016; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Gould, 2003). Both sides are placed 
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within vulnerability and represent not only the subject being studied, but also a myriad of 
experiences relative to education, class, and gender within everyday life (Cotterill 1992). 
Kustritz argues that naming both participants and ourselves fans overcomes some of the 
acafan’s unique ethical implications (Jenkins, 2011). Both sides are not only necessary 
but contribute to broader findings. Stein (2011) argues: 
The aca side conveys notions of academic knowledge . . . hashed out in 
peer reviewed journals and modes of thought schooled in classrooms 
and conferences, sustained, rigorous, tested knowledge. The fan side 
brings (overtly) to the table investment, fantasy, unabashed emotion, 
focus and devotion, abashed emotion, consumer willingness, consumer 
un-willingness . . . mainstream engagement with popular culture, non-
mainstream engagement in popular culture . . . online peer culture, 
visible female authorship. 
When studying humanity as a “circumstantial activist,” the full spectrum of lived 
experience and critical distance from that experience with all of its tools and passions 
should be used (Marcus, 1995).  
Entering the Field 
(See Maxwell Matrix on pg. 61) 
The field-based methodology for this project is based in part on my previous 
practice of field work on the sociology of contemporary quiltmaking in a pilot project for 
EDAD 983, Why Women Under 45 Quilt, which was presented, but not published, in the 
poster session of the AQSG Seminar 2019. This assignment included interviews, public 
observation, and self-reflection through narrative inquiry. It revealed five key influencers 
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for why women seem to be coming to quiltmaking in large numbers and at younger ages, 
when external pressures (like employment and child-rearing) could keep feminine leisure 
at bay. The group of women I am attending QC with were also participants used in an 
observational in-class assignment for TMFD 876, The Social Significance of Patchwork 
Quiltmaking. This methods piloting revealed the need this group of women has to shed 
their maternal roles and come together monthly to share in something emotionally 
fulfilling, with quiltmaking as the “alibi.” Methods involved semi-public observation and 
a practice interview using one object to facilitate discussion.  
I attended QC with my tight-knit quilt group from Utah. I opted not to register for 
any classes, but bought the lecture pass, to be able to roam the galleries and booths and 
attend any lectures. I was granted a full access press pass by the MQG executive director, 
Cooper. I stepped into classrooms for observation with permission from the organizers, 
always introducing myself to the instructor ahead of class. At one point towards the end 
of the convention, when chatting with a class participant, another woman interrupted me 
to ask if I was “the PhD student.” When I gently corrected her that I was actually 
pursuing my Master’s at this time, she said quite huffily, “Well, there’s a PhD student 
here studying us.” I was unable to control the perception of my work at QC, despite the 
fact that I always introduced myself as a Master’s student from the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln. 
Field Site: the Convention 
QC 2020 was held at the Austin Convention Center in Austin, Texas. There are 
many other quilt shows as previously mentioned, some longer standing and with larger 
attendee pools, but the rationale for selecting QC is because it is the largest Modern 
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quiltmaking show and has a large variety of classes, booths and lectures aimed at the 
Modern quilt aesthetic. I attended three of the four days to allow for deeper saturation of 
the QC experience and to capture the physical setting. Pink (2009) argues that using the 
“interconnectedness of the senses and the embodied, emplaced nature of viewing” 
successfully leads to the re-creation of the field site in the later stages of analysis and 
presentation of findings.  
O’Toole & West (2008) have established that formal interviews, while important, 
have the possibility of distorting the reality of material culture. They instead allow for 
participant observations, casual conversations, and listening to the organic sounds of the 
group. This enables Hodder’s (2000) second category of material culture, the type that “is 
embedded in a set of practices and whose meanings can only be deciphered through 
practice and evocation - through networking, interconnection and mutual implication of 
materials” (O’Toole & West, 2008, p. 621). Atmosphere was an important aspect of the 
research and was gathered by observing and recording the multisensory experience of 
being at QC, as well as the copious social interaction which occurred. 
Participants: the Fans 
Allowing for the study of people in their natural environment is what Hindman 
(1992) argued when she focused on listening to the dialectic and cultural voices of a 
quiltmaking group to understand their complex environment and let the group define 
themselves. This type of field work legitimizes the study of emergent cultures, as I define 
Modern quiltmaking. Studying the dialogical data requires closely analyzing spoken or 
written utterances or actions for their embedded communicative significance. Groups of 
people examined here include the quilt group who accompanied me to QC, fan 
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participants in general, teachers/celebrities, and experts. Field work falls into three phases 
for this study.  
Phase 1: QC Prep. As this community is multi-channel, much of its interaction 
and construction occurs online. First, analysis was done of the QC preparation and buzz 
that happens mainly on Instagram to promote the event and as a sounding board for those 
who were disappointed they could not attend this year – and were expressing a sense of 
missing out. I studied hashtags like #quiltconprep, #quiltconartist, #helloquiltcon, 
#quiltconfromhome, #quiltnon and #quiltconreject to find meaning in the run-up to the 
event, supporting the sentiment that attending QC is important as an engaged Modern 
quilt fan. This online discussion adds to the definition and cultural impact of the MQM 
and QC. 
Phase 2: Attending QC. The second stage of field work was attending QC 
myself. At QC I embedded myself as an acafan, walking the line of academic distance 
and participating as an enthusiastic fan. Despite my best laid plans, the intense activity 
and hustle of the convention made observational research quite challenging and fatiguing. 
I swung between the show floor and the fourth floor classrooms several times a day to 
catch various classes at certain times, to speak to quilt celebrities who were signing books 
on the show floor, back up to catch a few well-chosen lectures, back down to photograph 
a few rows of the quilt show, and on and on. I caught snippets of phone conversations 
while walking through the halls. I spoke to volunteers who had come back year after year 
to help. I watched people walk through the show and the vendor hall.  
I recorded some voice memos to keep myself immersed and fully involved in the 
analysis process, but also to help me decompress and make sense of what I was 
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experiencing. This was an unexpected need of also being a field worker. Some 
quantitative data was collected of subjects like the estimated general ages of attendees, 
the amounts of handmade items worn and QC bags seen, to aid in inducing the meaning 
behind these objects and events. Age was decided by me based on visual cues, in a 
somewhat problematic method discussed later. Handmade items were assumed when 
objects were made out of fabrics known to be to be sold by the yard or with visible 
handmade labels. All photos included here are my own, taken with an iPhone XS, unless 
otherwise noted. I approached certain well-known artists specifically as a fan by having 
those who are contributors to the previously mentioned anthologies sign their pages. I 
maintained daily hand-written field notes, some written discretely while at the convention 
and some back in my hotel each night, recording my observations of the sights and 
sounds in the convention center as an immersed participant observer.  
To address place, I made seated observations in common areas to record types of 
clothing and interactions at booths, as well as “shadow walked” with attendees in large 
groups (Pink, 2009). I hoped to do these observations twice daily but did not have time. 
The sessions I was able to perform enabled me to situate the reader in space and time. I 
was interested in which areas of the convention are high and low traffic and why. During 
30-minute seated observations on two days, I sat inconspicuously off to the side of the 
large aisle that transitioned between the quilt show and the vendor hall. For some reason 
this garnered more attention from attendees than introducing myself dozens of times a 
day as a UNL graduate student and then scribbling everything said in front of the 
participant. Talking with strangers was acceptable, sitting down alone in the midst of the 
chaos was not. One university professor who later contacted me regarding a separate but 
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supporting project said, “You were the person sitting at QC? I told my sister you must be 
a grad student.”  
In reviewing the juried show, I initially planned to video record the entire exhibit 
to later analyze and define the Modern aesthetic of the current market. Public filming of 
the show is approved by MQG on their website (themodernquiltguild.com, 2019). 
However, after observing the way attendees interacted with the quilts, I decided to 
photograph the quilts and their artist statements. After seeing attendees spend several 
minutes reading the artist statements, quilt after quilt, I learned there was a different 
interaction occurring than I had expected, and I switched data gathering methods. As a 
result, it was impossible to photograph the entire show. I made concessions and left out a 
few smaller categories. These concessions, which included the Youth, Small Quilts, and 
Group categories, were based on the fact that my primary member pool of study was 
individual adults. Also these categories were generally smaller than others in the show. 
Miscellaneous pop-up events like the live podcasts (modcasts) and tattooing of years past 
were also observed, as these events receive more publicity on the Internet and add to the 
overall culture and definition of the QC experience. 
To address people, I looked for specific traits using the framework of fan studies. 
I spoke to people who had visibly self-labeled, for example, with tattoos of quilt patterns 
or fabric motifs, bags and clothing made ahead of time in favorite fabrics, pin and 
nametag lanyards, etc. I approached groups with matching attire who appeared to be 
attending together. I introduced myself to business leaders in the industry. I casually 
spoke to random attendees of all ages and genders before and after classes and on the 
show floor, asking them things like why they came to QC, what they were looking 
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forward to or had enjoyed the most, and how many and what kinds of products they 
purchased in the booths. Initially I planned to generalize these quotes in my field notes 
after the fact so as not to intimidate these key participants or insert a conscious power 
relationship as an academic outsider, but participants seemed so generally excited to be 
there and to share their feelings that hiding note taking was deemed unnecessary. 
 
Figure 3.3 My Sew Night quilt group from Utah, February 22, 2020, photo by helpful attendee 
My quilt group friends and convention companions played the role of key 
interlocutors, sometimes referred to as key informants in ethnographic studies (see Figure 
3.3). Their anonymous comments are referred to in the findings with their permission. 
They are friendly and outgoing people who started conversations with strangers in classes 
or at booths. I either recorded their recollections of these interactions or was introduced 
by my key informants to other people, in a form of snowball sampling where one person 
connects the researcher to another and then another, increasing your data the way a 
snowball grows as it rolls downhill. Often we met at the lectures to sit together, 
decompress, and update each other on what we saw happening. At the end of the long 
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days at the convention center, we sat around our Airbnb to discuss the day long into the 
night.  
After listening to their conversations and seeing all of the treasures purchased at 
the show or given in classes, it was hard to believe we went to the same convention. 
There was no possible way I could have gathered all of the rich data I did without their 
quick calls telling me that for some reason a group was publicly singing O, Canada right 
now in the lobby, or texting me that a suspicious large group was just taken privately into 
the show through a back door, or did I want to get the limited release handkerchiefs that 
Ruby Star Society was passing out before they were gone? I never filmed my friends 
experiencing the convention, as we were seldom all together on the show floor, but their 
updates were so constant and useful that I did not miss very much. They took pictures of 
handmade clothing they spotted, traded pins for me with attendees, and repeated 
exclamations when I could not write fast enough. As it was the first time at QC for 
everyone in our group
5
, their exuberance and fan moments were indispensable to my 
understanding of the experience. Everyone should have a group of amateur researchers 
such as this as their closest allies when the field is so large and fast-moving. 
Phase 3: Expert Interviews. Thirdly, I performed field work in the months after 
the event by conducting expert interviews. All of the expert interviewees for this project 
consented via IRB to be named and quoted. The convention organizers, who are also the 
staff of the MQG, were very open and helpful. I interviewed these “encultured 
informants” during recorded phone calls to discuss their motivations for starting this 
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convention, what they thought they have accomplished so far, the amount of people it 
took/jobs provided putting on the show, etc. (O’Reilly, 2005). I was also interested in 
what organic moments they thought defined this year’s QC and how QC 2020 helped to 
advance the MQM.  
Additionally I interviewed some well-established popular fabric and quilt artists 
and authors who have attended multiple QCs. I was interested in their experiences and 
opinions of QC. A full list of these expert interviewees can be found in Appendix C. It 
must be stated that my simultaneous research project for The Henry Ford Museum, The 
Landscape of the Modern Quilt Movement, 1995-2020, heavily influenced this project as 
well. That study included an international survey for anyone who feels they have 
participated in the MQM in any way and had around 2,400 respondents. It also 
contributed 16 additional video recorded interviews (with its own IRB permission) with 
more key influencers in the greater MQM such as Latifah Saafir, the other co-founder of 
the MQG, and Hillary Goodwin and Thomas Knauer, both QC prize winners. 
Unexpected observations were also made by watching the various webinars and public 
Zoom conversations created because of COVID-19, including the series Textile Talks 
(2020) produced by six significant textile organizations, and Modern Quilting Today 
(2020) by the Wisconsin Museum of Quilts and Fiber Arts. 
Data Analysis  
Analysis of data used a triangulation of hermeneutic and semiotic interpretation. 
There are three phases of field work occurring separately (convention prep, attendance, 
and expert interviews), three types of text (self, participant, and materials/objects), three 
methods of recording (field notes, transcriptions, and photo/videography) and three 
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sources of information (Instagram, first person, and existing theory). Instead of solely 
identifying similarities or patterns in the data, in order to portray this culture accurately I 
looked for connections (Maxwell, 2013). Maxwell argues that instead of only separating 
data into codes, it is advantageous to work on the meanings between the data in context, 
focusing on relationships “to connect statements and events within a context into a 
coherent whole” (p. 113). The word “connections” is privileged over “similarities,” but 
does not replace it entirely. Both methods of analysis were used in investigating the 
culture and community at QC. 
The plethora of data obtained from all of this triangulation was decoded using 
MaxQDA software and assigned core categories relating back to my research questions. 
Prior to my field work I assumed codes such as Needs, Experience, Labeling, Fans, 
Money Spent, Memade, and Stereotype would be adequate. After uploading all of the 
information, including photos, I quickly realized that I needed to let the hard-won data 
speak for itself. I pivoted to using common and recurring themes from the data to code, as 
well as deeper sub-categories that rolled into higher-level themes. Sometimes these were 
similar off-shoots of my pre-attendance research, but often they were newly discovered. 
For example, after reading through field notes and expert interviews, I assigned the larger 
code of QC Bones to describe statistics and details of the management of the event, and 
created subcodes like Came With Friends/Family, Age, Labeling: In Class, Labeling: 
Show Floor, Comparative Comments, Organic Moments, and Feelings. Other larger 
categories were Financial, Permission, Community Building, and These Are My People, 
some of the main themes outlined hereafter.  
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Of the 11 million sensory receptors in the human body, 10 million are dedicated 
to sight (Clear, 2018). It is only natural that the very visual quilt show had a significant 
impact on the experience of QC. When analyzing the juried portion, I first researched key 
words used as indicators of design elements in Modern quilts by bloggers and authors in 
the quilt world. Terms like negative space, straight-line quilting, and asymmetrical were 
the foundation for keywords assigned to the 309 photos uploaded to MAXQDA. Upon 
examining the photos I added my own key words, such as Faced, Circles, and Printed 
Fabric as recurring themes. “Given that we are more dependent on vision than any other 
sense, it should come as no surprise that visual cues are the greatest catalyst of our 
behavior” (Clear, 2018, p. 84). As I went, it became obvious that the artist statements 
held valuable data, so additional keywords were added such as Inspired by 
artist/movement, Emotional/Remembering/Experiences, and Science.  
Finally, one mode of analysis that became invaluable to this study is that of self-
reflection or thought experiments (Maxwell, 2013). During analysis I found that “we 
carry these individuals with us as we work with the transcripts” (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 
Allowing myself open time for thought and project reflection was important for capturing 
key elements in the data and creating direction for the project. For this purpose, during 
the data analysis phase I bought a large white-board to uncover repetitive data points and 
draw connections. Perhaps the same need to use my hands in quiltmaking carried over to 
my data analysis by using a dry erase marker to sketch findings. I kept a separate Excel 
spreadsheet throughout my project to jot memos and questions to myself that occurred 
when thinking of this project or while I read books from my reference list. I also have a 
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list on my phone for thoughts that came when I was not at my computer, which I later 
input into the spreadsheet.  
Validity 
To provide validity, I used member checks to fact check my writing with the 
expert interviewees. I emailed each of them rough drafts of my thesis. I wanted to hear 
their opinions of my analyses and findings along the way especially. Many reviews from 
my advisor Dr. Claire Nicholas also provided a depth and clarity needed in this large 
endeavor. More polished drafts were sent to committee members at various points 
throughout the process. The previously stated triangulation methods and variety of data 
gathering tools also increased validity. And as with everything I do relating to quilts, I 
performed member checks with my quilt group to expose thin places and confusing 
descriptions. I also gave them rough draft copies to confirm accuracy in their 
participation. There is never a shortage of useful opinions and feedback at Sew Night. 
Limitations and Future Research  
Areas for further research that I cannot cover in this project include the following: 
QuiltCon compared to Quilt Week in Paducah or International Quilt Festival Houston, 
i.e. the types of attendees and activities/culture of each. Data collection of QC could be 
extended by attending multiple years but was not possible for this time-sensitive study. 
Male presence either as attendees or teachers/artists at QC could be studied, as well as the 
sociology of isolation and exclusion felt by those at home watching on Instagram. The 
entrepreneurial small businesses that make up vendor booths at quilt conventions could 
likewise be explored. 
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Deeper study and analysis of political statements at QC are interesting 
sociological and anthropological subjects. Future research could explore connections 
between the craftivism movement and the wider MQM. There is plenty of subject matter 
in the phenomenon of collaborative Community Outreach Quilt Challenges (previously 
the Charity Quilt Challenge), which will be visited in the findings, but could be explored 
much more deeply. Comparative research into quilt conventions versus quilt retreats 
would be a treasure trove for the analysis of feminine leisure activity and the sociology of 
quiltmaking. The study of contemporary quiltmaking (in America and beyond) presents 
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CHAPTER 4 UPON ARRIVAL: NAVIGATING THE SHOW LAYOUT 
This field work was done in pursuit of answering three research questions: What 
kinds of people attend QC, and what types of experiences and encounters do they expect 
at the convention? What needs are met at QC for this subset of quiltmakers who attend 
and for the greater community of Modern quiltmakers? What role does QC play in 
cementing the identity and core values of Modern quiltmakers and the MQM?  
Responses to these questions are articulated in the chapters which follow. First, 
this introductory findings chapter lays out the physical areas and their corresponding QC 
activities in the Austin Convention Center in order to clearly create Pink’s (2009) 
placemaking, to situate the ethnographic material, and orient the reader in an immersive 
analysis of the past event. A floor map can be found in Appendix D. 
Physical Areas and Activities: Steering Through the First Day 
 
   





QC 2020 was attended by nearly 9,000 people, slightly less than the all-time high 
in Nashville, Tennessee in 2019 (Cooper, personal communication, April 3, 2020; 
Hopper, 2020). MQG members from 15 countries and all 50 states traveled to participate 
in this annual group bonding event. QC itself, for the staff and crew, volunteers, and 
vendors, lasts from Monday to Monday, including set-up and take-down. For me and my 
quilt group, it was four fast-paced days of learning and inspiration. This year QC was in 
the Austin Convention Center for the third time in its history. The building is in 
downtown Austin, a bustling city known for its dynamic music and art scenes.  
Our Uber driver dropped us off at a low-traffic side door. The crisp February 
morning was quiet outside, but our expectations and emotions were already running high. 
With steps quickened by anticipation, we pulled open the heavy, tall glass doors and 
instantly joined our first QC. It was like someone unmuted Times Square. We were 
caught up in the throng of other people rushing in all directions, cutting through laughter 
and enthusiasm thick in the air. Upon entering this vast building, one immediately steps 
into the wide hallways used as reception areas that wrap around two sides of a larger 
center section behind closed doors, referred to at QC as the show floor. The windows on 
the two exterior hallways extend high above to the fourth floor, giving this lobby space a 
well-lit, open feeling (see Figures 4.2 and 4.3). I wanted to see the show floor 
immediately, but several tasks had to be attended to first.  
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Figure 4.3 The main lobby on the first morning, February 20, 2020 (left), &  
Figure 4.4 The Austin MQG welcome quilt, WORD on the Street, displayed in the lobby (right) 
On Thursday morning there were massive lines of mostly women everywhere. 
There were lines to get your lanyard, lines to get into the show floor two hours before it 
would open, lines going up the series of escalators to the classrooms and the lecture hall, 
and lines to make purchases at the merchandise table. The MQG used this lobby area for 
check-in, the MQG merchandise area, the mini quilt swap, the social media booth for 
group selfies (“Do it for the ‘gram!”
6
) (see Figures 4.5 and 4.6), the bag check-in, and to 
steer the thousands of attendees to the show floor. On that first Thursday morning, this 
was a loud, bustling area full of excited participants and volunteers, eager to get their 
bearings and take in every moment of the event. Everywhere the blue, aqua, gray, and 
orange colors of the MQG could be seen on informational boards and entrances. Crew 
 
6
 Wording seen on promotional poster next to selfie booth, created by the MQG. 
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members with seemingly inexhaustible amounts of energy were dressed in two colors of 
t-shirts. The staff and crew wore dark gray and the volunteers wore blue. They were 
positioned everywhere: friendly faces to assist, direct, and inform.  
      
Figure 4.5 My quilt group’s selfie (left) & Figure 4.6 The selfie booth (right) 
The first thing we did was split up and head to the registration desks on both sides 
of the large lobby, with eight or more stations for check in (see Figure 4.1). At this point 
on the first morning, attendees were largely the more engaged main attendees who will be 
described in the next chapter. We were given our lanyards with the same MQG colors, 
which included our nametags. A QR code was on this as well, for scanning into classes, 
lectures, and show passes previously purchased. Putting on our lanyards felt like the first 
step in donning the QC persona. We were officially in.  
One area of significant action during this time was the merchandise tables (see 
Figure 4.7). Large crowds gathered; some to get a peek at the items for sale this year and 
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others ready to purchase MQG merchandise at the outset. I would find out later that these 
shoppers wanted to either purchase things they knew would sell out early, or to buy 
clothing items to wear throughout the event. The merchandise tables of the MQG 
included a variety of items with the large MQG logo printed, etched, or stitched onto 
them. Attendees could purchase this year’s canvas bags, t-shirts, hoodies, and socks, as 
well as QuiltCon Magazine, patches, pins, pens, scissors, and more.  
QC 2020 also debuted the new mobile app developed by the MQG to navigate the 
convention. It included class and vendor locations, a list of all registered attendees and 
their local guild name, and maps of the building. One could even use it to vote for 
People’s Choice or scan through a list of the entire quilt show by category, title, and 
maker. 
 
Figure 4.7 Items for sale at the MQG merchandise table in the lobby 
The bag check section of the registration area was an estimated 500-600 square 
feet behind portable curtains containing three rows packed with bags at all times 
throughout the convention (see Figure 4.8). It was consistently cared for by enthusiastic 
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volunteers. Attendees could safely check in their coats, class supplies, and purchases. 
There were also two prominent bulletin boards in the reception lobby for people wanting 
to buy or sell their place in classes (see Figure 4.9). At this point another large group 
hovered around these papers so much that I had a difficult time approaching to see what it 
was all about. The MQG manages the exchange of class participants to keep classrooms 
full. There was no large label on these boards, just days of the week with dozens of 
papers flapping in the quick-paced breeze.  
      
Figure 4.8 The bag check area in the morning (left) &  
Figure 4.9 The class bulletin board (right), February 20, 2020 
 
So Many Classes and Lectures 
Since the show floor did not open until an hour after the first classes began, I 
started upstairs where the classrooms were located. Multiple sets of smooth escalators in 
the main lobby led to the fourth floor, where attendees could find the large lecture hall 
and smaller classrooms. The lecture hall always had hundreds of chairs in rows, with a 
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large, temporary platform and two screens to project slides (see Figure 4.11). Classrooms 
were surprisingly large, with the same clean, metal tables and sewing machines provided 
for everyone to use by all major manufacturers (see Figure 4.10). Every class where a 
machine was needed had a representative on hand to service any needs during the course 
of the class, as well as to promote sewing machine purchases at the beginning of each 
class. Riding the sets of escalators upwards did not reduce the ambient noise from below 
or above. Moving both directions, we found ourselves greeted by generous strangers who 
were also happy to begin QC. 
      
Figure 4.10 A typical classroom, this one from a class by Victoria Findlay Wolfe (left) & 
Figure 4.11 The lecture hall during Heather Black’s presentation (right) 
 
The Show Floor 
On opening day, just before the doors to the show floor were opened it took me 
several minutes to walk by and film the people in line, gleefully standing six and eight 
people wide (see Figure 4.3). Those of us who weren’t taking classes that first morning 
agreed to meet in the show floor line downstairs just before it opened at 10am. Whenever 
 69 
 
I left my group in the line to chat with others to gather data, I would wander back to my 
friends and find them sharing life experiences and more laughter with strangers on either 
side of them. I then realized that a lot of comingling of conversation was going on 
throughout. Attendees previously unknown to one another initiated conversation more 
freely than in other kinds of semi-public contexts. This thick line structure continued for 
the first two hours of the show’s opening. In subsequent days, entrance was granted from 
two sets of doors at the busy beginning of each day and still took quite a while to thin out 
every morning.  
Finally, it was our turn to be swept into the show floor. The exuberant noise was 
even louder here, but not uncomfortably so. At the front of the show, seen first upon 
entrance as in any typical quilt show, were the main winners in categories like Best in 
Show and Best Quilting, hung in a place of pride. Many expressions of awe could be 
heard as people fanned out slowly and rapidly to find their areas of interest in the 
convention center. The show floor was divided generally in half: the main entrance 
section at the front showcasing the many categories containing 620 total quilts, and the 
back half holding 100 quilt-related vendors (see Figures 4.12 and 4.13).  
In addition to the juried portion, 2020’s quilt show included previously mentioned 
exhibits by Victoria Findlay Wolfe, who won Best of Show at the first QC in 2013 and 
was the headliner this year, as well as the Esprit Collection of Lancaster County Amish 
Quilts, 12 quilts from the MQG’s Quilt of the Month program, and the Charity Quilt 
Challenge.  
Impromptu lines began forming quickly at some vendor booths as some 
participants queued up to purchase heavily anticipated items, demonstrating the 
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Figure 4.12 Vendor hall, February 21, 2020 (left) & Figure 4.13 Handi Quilter booth (right) 
sentiment, “Buy on Thursday because it will be sold out on Sunday” (Grant, 2019). 
Vendors were mostly geared to Modern quiltmakers but several booths focused on the 
interests of more traditional quiltmakers. These traditional sellers’ booths were very full 
throughout the convention. Booths included bigger players in the industry, like longarm 
machine manufacturers, cutting and thread companies, as well as smaller boutiques or 
online-only sellers. Also present were booths from Studio Art Quilt Associates, an 
organization that promotes art quilts, and Quilt Alliance, the non-profit that aims to 
preserve our shared quilt heritage through stories.  
As the first morning progressed, our group naturally split up, but we were 
constantly texting each other to recount what we were seeing in the booths. Show-goers 
became increasingly laden down with bags and we were no different. After a few hours 
we all discovered the convention center offered very little food. At the back of the vendor 
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hall were a few food vendors who ran out of ingredients by noon each day. The lobby had 
a small coffee shop that closed in the early afternoon. 
Karen Cooper is the second and newest executive director of the MQG and 
oversaw her first QC in 2020. In our post-QC expert interview, Cooper said that she is 
now an empty nester who considers herself a “casual quilter” and comes from academia 
and nonprofit fields. She held an omnipresent position at the lecture hall entrance but 
could also be seen in other areas of the convention. Incidentally, for someone who took 
over the reins from the founders after 10 years, I never once saw her harried, exhausted, 
rude, or running at the convention. Cooper explained that QC organizers fill vendor 
booths by giving last year’s vendors first right of refusal; they check the Internet, online 
shops, guilds and Instagram to find vendors to invite; as well as sifting through 
applications. They pride themselves on only having vendors that are textile related 
(Cooper, personal communication, April 3, 2020). My friends and I found quickly on that 
first day that meeting in the lecture hall was our best chance during the day to find brief, 
quiet moments to regroup and share what we were seeing between booths, lectures, and 
classes.  
A Community of Pilgrims/Communitas, Permission/Validation, and Celebrity 
 In the chapters which follow, I flesh out three central in vivo themes that arose 
during analysis. The main themes related to the experience of QC, and the community it 
brings together are pilgrimage/communitas, permission/validation, and celebrity. I focus 
on each one individually. However, as all are significantly linked to each other, each will 
reappear throughout the findings. 
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Chapter 5 provides detailed descriptions and context of the kinds of people who 
attend QC and what they expect to experience while at the convention. That this 
community, in the eyes of its members, has a “tribal” sensibility manifested in the 
pilgrimage to QC is demonstrated in the oft repeated phrase, “These are my people,” 
heard throughout field work. As MQG co-founder Carlton said, some of the early Flickr 
discussion board participants decided that “actual Modern quilters wanted to hang out” in 
person (personal communication, July 1, 2020). The importance of being physically co-
present is key to community formation and participation. 
Chapters 6 and 7 formulate answers to the question, “What needs are met for 
participants at QC” as I examine what actually occurred at QC in relation to women’s 
studies and fan studies. Stories develop with description from and analysis of the Sew 
Night group and others through the planned and organically occurring events of QC 
2020. Emotions and feelings became paramount at QC in a demonstration of communitas. 
From these interactions a sense of having both group and personal permission and 
validation emerge as the principal themes of what attendees experience by participating 
in the convention. Special attention will be paid here to the quilt show’s artist statements, 
another important phenomenon that affirms and consolidates the community sensibility. 
Celebrity interactions that attendees expected at QC, as well as some surprising scenarios, 
are discussed in relation fan studies. For example, the birth of new celebrities, as well as 
objects reaching a celebrity status over the course of the four days, provided a window of 
opportunity for short-lived, micro-celebrities to emerge.  
Finally, in Chapter 8, I will discuss how Modern is defined at and by QC. I will 
also address the theory that QC is a physical manifestation of the ethos of Modern 
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quiltmaking for everyone and the ways in which attendance cements those values. This 
will demonstrate how practitioners and leaders in this community position themselves 
vis-à-vis quilt history.  
What will be described in the following chapters are the expectations, experiences 
and ethos of QC, and its place in the MQM. As I walked through the experience as an 
acafan, many things surprised me. Themes arose I had not expected. The heightened 
energy level was unimagined. And my adoption into this tribal experience solidified for 
me the important role that QC plays in the larger MQM, perhaps overlooked by other 
members of the movement and the quilt world, who are quick to judge the Modern Quilt 




CHAPTER 5 THESE ARE MY PEOPLE 
As attendees travel to participate in this in-person demonstration of an online 
community, their journey is much like a pilgrimage. These Modern quiltmakers step out 
of their everyday life and its norms and expectations and step more fully into a different 
world that is also important to them. This group of makers, in varying depths of 
participation in the MQM, become pilgrims when they leave home on a trek to 
experience their quilt community’s culture in a transformative experience at QC. Once at 
this sacred site, they join in annual rituals like celebrity interactions or a mini quilt swap. 
They often participate in ritual dress with objects which denote membership such as self-
labeling accessories or items to be autographed. They also absorb the symbols of life 
experience, duality, and tension in the quilt show. New knowledge learned in classes, 
lectures, and vendor booths, along with the social networking and group emotion which 
occurs, lead to a heightened experience of communitas for many individuals, leaving 
them somewhat changed and inspired as they return back to their homes at the end. This 
gathering exemplifies the Modern quilt community and constitutes the membership and 
identity of those who attend.  
Throughout my field work, it became evident that the kinds of people who are 
drawn to QC are as varied as the quilts on Instagram. Data from QC fieldwork and the 
MQG show that the average QC attendee in 2020 is a white female 55 years old or older
7
, 
but could also be a person of color, a man, or under 50 years old. She attends because she 
feels that these are her people, as stated many times in casual chats with people in a 
 
7
 The MQG’s QuiltCon 2020 survey showed 68% of 494 respondents were 55 or older 
and 85% were married or partnered. The MQG’s 2021 QuiltCon Together survey showed 
91% of 899 respondents were white and 72% were 55 or older. 
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variety of roles at the convention. This sense of community impacts her behavior here. 
She is familiar with Modern quiltmaking on some level and understands quilt 
construction and design. She is proud of wherever she has come from, as seen in the 
amount of show quilts celebrating specific geographic locations, as well as self-labeling 
in clothing and accessories. Those locations vary greatly, and while they do include 39 
countries on six continents, she is most likely from the United States. She will most likely 
buy that year’s QC canvas bag and use it throughout the long weekend as a show of 
membership and activity within the community. At the convention she wears comfortable 
clothing, likes to buy new products and fabric, and comes to learn.  
The following discussion of observations and interactions at QC indicate that the 
typical attendee is knowledgeable about arts and sciences. She is also curious about both 
quilt construction techniques and others in this community. She is organized, trusting of 
her community, and very friendly. She has come with friends or family to escape the 
routine and trials of everyday life in a pilgrimage. She has taken steps to “temporarily cop 
out of routines of everyday life, lower self-regulation, and express and explore alternate 
identities and practices not fitting their official roles” (Cohen & Taylor, 1976, p. 97). She 
has prepared ahead of time for attending this convention by registering, saving extra 
spending money, preparing supplies for classes, and possibly sewing an item of clothing 
to wear while at the show in an act of self-labeling and membership. 
Many people who had attended past QCs, as in “I did both Austins,” returned to 
relive the fun experience that benefited them previously. This year however there were 
also many first time pilgrims, “neophytes” with “pure, undetermined possibility” (Turner, 
2012). As the movement has gained steam and credibility, it is only natural that the 
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borders of participation have organically expanded, particularly when exploration and 
curiosity are strong tenets. Some volunteers who have assisted at many QCs agreed that 
there seemed to be more beginner quiltmakers at this year’s QC, a reflection that the 
MQM is a safe place to begin and continues to speak the language of younger makers.  
My Sew Night group is representative of the kinds of people who attend QC and 
what they expect to experience at the convention. I sew with them because they are my 
own people. We attended QC to meet more of our people. All are intelligent and hold 
bachelor’s degrees in a variety of fields. All have been quiltmaking for over 10 years. 
This long weekend was viewed as an exciting vacation by all. Each person made 
accommodations to be able to leave her regular life and immerse herself in the QC 
experience, which coincidentally was new to each of us. Most sewed an object, either a 
quilt top or clothing item or bag ahead of time to use and be shown at QC. Everyone had 
celebrities they wanted to meet and a plan to negotiate that meeting. Each was trusting, 
sharing, open to new ideas and new people, and curious about the craft we had spent so 
many hours on. And we all came to spend money on that craft – a lot of money, as it 
turned out.  
Two Groups of Attendees 
QC attendees can be roughly divided into two groups: main attendees, as 
described above and referred to as “day show attendees” by Cooper, the current executive 
director, and weekend locals (Cooper, personal communication, April 3 2020). Main 
attendees are predominantly people who have traveled some distance to be at QC and 
stay overnight nearby: QC as vacation. Extensive ethnographic research has been done on 
this phenomenon, labeled “the girlfriend getaway” (GGA), mainly focusing on 
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accommodations (Berdychevsky et al, 2013; Gibson et al, 2012; Khoo-Lattimore & 
Gibson, 2018; Khoo-Lattimore et al, 2019; Pennington-Gray & Kerstetter, 2001). GGAs 
are taken by females with other females and are about having fun together and bonding 
(Khoo-Lattimore & Gibson, 2018). Activities around play, such as shopping together and 
evening discussions of the day’s activities, are paramount. Research on friendship and 
leisure shows that there is a certain level of egalitarianism in the voluntary nature of these 
trips, which fosters trust and disclosure (Fehr, 1996). Escapism, empowerment, and 
experiencing something new or having an educational experience also rank highly in 
GGAs, as well as at QC (Berdychevsky et al, 2013; Pennington-Gray & Kerstetter, 
2001).  
Many attendees came with the person who helped them “get into quilting,” as in 
“she’s the one who made me go, ‘Cool! Quilts!’ ” After hearing from several people who 
attended with a sister, or mother, or girlfriends, one finally said, “It’s our thing,” echoing 
the tribal use of the mantra, “These are my people,” as in, “This is what my people do.” 
This contrasts with QC’s original expectation which was to provide an in-person 
gathering for members of a thriving online community, where people only known to each 
other through Flickr and blogs could finally meet face to face. In 2020 there were still 
“meet-ups” like that to some extent, but it was not the most common experience. 
Main attendees as pilgrims are typically engaged on a deeper level with the 
convention: as registered members of the MQG; enrolled in a class, workshop, or lecture; 
and looking for certain people or products at QC. In describing this type of convention-
goer, Cooper stated, “The people who travel from around the country and around the 
world to come and take a lot of classes, a lot of those people are very hardcore, dedicated 
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Modern quilters. Their work is very Modern. If you look at their Instagram feed their 
whole aesthetic is very Modern” (Cooper, personal communication, April 3, 2020). 
Melody Miller, fabric designer of Ruby Star Society and QC vendor said, “My perception 
is that the kind of more diehard people are attending the show to take classes. And I feel 
that we get our face-to-face time with them in between classes” (personal 
communication, September 28, 2020). Note that both Cooper and Miller use terms such 
as “diehard” and “hardcore” to capture the high degree of investment and commitment in 
QC and the MQM of these more invested attendees. 
Weekend locals, on the other hand, live near the convention. The MQG depends 
on those people as well. They have some knowledge of or interest in quiltmaking that has 
drawn them to walk the quilt show for a few hours as entertainment. Of this group 
Cooper noted, “Quilters will go to a quilt show. If they can drive there and it’s just an 
hour or two hours, they will go to a quilt show. We want to make sure these people can 
find things in our show [meaning convention] as well” (personal communication, April 3 
2020). Here Cooper emphasizes the draw of the quilt show portion as the main reason for 
these weekenders to attend. In both groups, attendees were mostly white women, but 
there were also some women of color and a handful of men. 
Male Attendees 
Men were easily remembered because of their scarcity. The Best in Show award 
went to a man, Peter Byrne, whom I will describe in the fan studies chapter. Two male 
quiltmakers in similar, eye-catching, homemade, quilt-inspired clothing who didn’t seem 
to know each other before the show appeared together more often as the days went on 
(see Figure 5.1). A few men worked in the volunteer group. Aside from a few notable 
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booth owners, the majority of men I saw at QC appeared to be non-quilters in a variety of 
support positions for the women in their lives. Nearly every day five to 10 different 
solitary men lined up outside of the workshop and lecture halls, working on laptops from 
cushy reception chairs (see Figure 5.2). They did not wear any of the markers of 
community engagement about them (i.e. handmade clothing, lanyards, etc.). This type of 
passive participation was evidenced by their patient presence waiting for their partners to 
finish a class or lecture or carrying items for them around the show floor.  
 
Figure 5.1 Two male quiltmakers in the Lecture Hall having a fan experience 
 
      
 
Figure 5.2 Men waiting outside classrooms (left) & Figure 5.3 A supportive husband on show floor (right) 
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At the quilt show, particularly as the weekend crowd increased, many couples of 
all ages strolled through the rows of quilts as if on dates (see Figure 5.3). One of the 
sweeter moments was three elderly couples interacting with a quilt from the Charity Quilt 
Challenge. The quilt’s message was on the beauty of growing older. The men were taking 
photos of their smiling, white-haired wives standing with the quilt. Everyone was 
grinning and laughing, and it seemed obvious from the post-photo kisses that these men 
had a deep respect and love for these women in their lives, and also that this was maybe 
not the first quilt show they had ever attended with them. 
Age  
A person’s age is important to this study above mere chronological age, because it 
comes up often in attendees’ and interviewees’ remarks and other discourse associated 
with the MQM and QC. In that discourse, age references the number of years lived, 
generational experience, and position within the lifecycle of the movement. In the 1990s 
and 2000s, the MQM’s initial origin influencers and participants were predominantly 
under 50 years old. In fact, the MQM survey completed for The Henry Ford showed that 
most participants in Modern were 20 to 40 years old when they began. Based on my 
visual observations at QC, there were many more attendees over 50 than I expected. This 
displays a distinct shift in the MQM itself, now at least 20 years old, towards attracting 
multi-generational quiltmakers.  
All ages were present throughout the various spaces of the show, based on my 
subjective observations. In classes, which contained about 24 students, only 25% were 
judged by me to be younger than 50 years old based on visual cues, an admittedly inexact 
and somewhat problematic method in data collection. During a 30-minute seated 
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observation on the show floor, I only counted those who walked directly past me. On 
Friday I counted 230 people. 26% appeared to me to be under 50. In the same spot during 
the same amount of time on Saturday, I counted 320 people; 42% appeared to be under 
50. Reviewing the photographs of the hundreds of women in line when the vendor and 
quilt show first opened, there were many more “gray hairs” than the younger ages I was 
expecting (see Figure 4.3). This confirms either that the average American quilter is truly 
63 years old no matter what style of quilting she enjoys, or that younger attendees don’t 
want to wait in lines or be there right when it opens (Mattingly & Bianchi, 2003). On the 
show floor, there were no scooters, an apparently common occurrence at other shows 
(Cox, personal communication, June 5, 2020).  
Occasional young mothers were in attendance with strollers on the vendor floor or 
breast-feeding during the lectures. This is significant because for years at Quilt Market, 
lactating mothers and/or children were not allowed. That event is a trade event and closed 
to the public but affected these younger quiltmakers who were trying to start businesses. 
At QC, local participants on the show floor included mothers with children under 18, all 
of whom were also female, with the exception of one young boy who grabbed his sister’s 
hand, pointed to the Best in Show, and exclaimed, “Look! I love that one!”  
Appearance and Self Performance 
If 19
th
 century counter-culture apostle Oscar Wilde is correct and “Truth is 
entirely and absolutely a matter of style,” there was a wide range of fashion Truth, capital 
‘T’, on display at QC (Blanchard, 1998, xi). These fashion items were both big and small. 
Both groups of attendees generally wore everyday clothing one would see at an airport, 
where comfort and layers are important. Leggings, jeans, sweatshirts, zip-up jackets and 
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sweaters were common. Comfortable shoes for being on your feet long hours were also 
universal. This wardrobe was promoted as advice in QuiltCon Magazine for the first few 
years (2013, 2015, 2016).  
Although dressing to impress was not generally a factor in the wardrobes packed 
for QC, some special items were seen. It must be noted that most types of objects, i.e. 
quilt coats, button and pin trading, handmade lanyards, etc., are not specific to QC, and 
can be seen at other quilt conventions (Duryea Wong, 2019). The lack of status based on 
clothing aids in the feeling of QC being “outside the bailiwick of social-structural rules 
and status-made distinctions” (Turner, 2012, p. 2). In this pilgrimage site, outside status 
symbols associated with wealth held little bearing on participation in the community or 
its rituals. As you will see, special stand out clothing was appreciated, but it did not seem 
to contribute to a hierarchy of statuses or as a membership requirement at the convention.  
Many attendees wore a variety of backpacks over both shoulders in the quilt show 
and vendor hall. Several other bags had been sewn prior to the event. These bags were 
generally of very high workmanship, made using quilt fabrics in generic store-bought 
styles. This attention to professional construction often but not always made these bags 
blend in so that they did not appear homemade. Roller bags, a common occurrence at 
most quilt shows (see Figure 5.18), were not allowed on the show floor, contributing to 
the overflowing state of the bag check station. This QC rule significantly impacted 
participants’ enjoyment of the show floor and was referred to by several attendees with 
gratitude in casual conversations.  
The most common object in personal appearance was added after arriving at the 
show. Each year the MQG designs and manufactures hundreds of identical canvas 
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shoulder bags to be sold to attendees from the merchandise tables in the registration 
lobby (see Figure 5.4). This was the first item to sell out at the “merch table.” 
Additionally, the first 1,000 people to register for QC eight months in advance receive 
this bag complimentary, filled with items specific to each year’s show and referred to by 
staff as the “goodie bag,” often called a “swag bag” by my group. Items in this bag were 
not considered cheap freebies. Most of these items could be purchased separately at the 
show, but in this format, they were valuable gifts that made these “hardcore” participants 
feel pampered. This year’s swag bag included a copy of QuiltCon Magazine (2020), 
expensive thread, an embroidery kit of the state of Texas, high-quality fabric bundles, a 
zipper pouch with English paper-piecing supplies, and a pair of what came to be referred 
to as QC socks. There were two styles of QC socks, based on two of the juried quilt show 
entries. 
      
Figure 5.4 Sew Night friend showing QC 2020 bag (left) & Figure 5.5 A previous QC bag (right) 
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Throughout the show, this year’s coral QC bag could be seen almost as often as 
cell phones. In nearly every reference photo I took, at least one QC bag makes an 
appearance. During my 30-minute seated observation on the second day I counted 42 
bags pass directly by me in the first 15 minutes, not counting all the examples I could see 
from that position. QC bags from years past, particularly from other Austin sessions were 
also spotted, but with less frequency. After the canvas bag, MQG t-shirts and zip-up 
hoodies were the next most-popular items worn throughout the convention.   
Self-Labeling 
The visual nature of the field of quiltmaking, as well as the image-heavy social 
media technology that disperses this culture, are laden with examples of unique 
handmade clothing and bags created both for everyday life and specifically to be worn in 
the participatory display ritual at QC. These symbols contribute to a phenomenon just 
prior to QC called “prepping for QC” or “QC prep,” tagged as #quiltconprep on 
Instagram in the days leading up to the actual event. The Eventbrite fan convention 
survey found that 55% of attendees participate in cosplay “at least once in a while,” a 
behavior also carried out at QC (Salkowitz, 2015). Attendees spend extra time preparing 
to immerse themselves in the QC experience by sewing additional items to be used and 
worn while at the convention, displaying membership rather than taking on an imaginary 
persona. These special symbols could include their own lanyard, clothing, or handmade 
bags.   
QC is “overgrammed,” a term used within this community to denote the excessive 
amount of experience photos uploaded to social media both during and after the event. 
Having viewed much of this culture online in previous years, I expected to see more 
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handmade clothing at QC. My observations showed that this year the vast majority of 
clothing appeared store-bought, with single or smaller items being stand-out handmade 
objects. I would argue that because the majority did not cover themselves in significant 
stand-out garb on a daily basis, their privileged textile expressions of identity within the 
community were the quilts themselves.  
Much work has been done on appearance and group affiliation by studying 
adolescence (Blieberg, 1988; Danesi, 1993; Erikson, 1968). Dressing and behaving in a 
certain way to fit into a community was found to shore up a faltering sense of self and to 
provide validation and a sense of belonging. The former was not a primary theme in my 
ethnographic material for QC 2020, but the latter did turn out to be a strong theme at QC. 
Further discussion of permission and validation will occur in chapter 7. In adolescents 
and in QC participants, clothes occasionally individuated participants, but more 
commonly it created conformity, as with the wide presence of comfortable attire. Erikson 
(1968) called this the dynamics of differentness: when deviance and conformity unite. 
Both approaches furthered community membership and bonding for the attending 
pilgrims, as evidenced by some people wearing unique handmade clothing and others 
purchasing the QC coral bag and then wearing it throughout the weekend. 
A somewhat frequent stand-out apparel item that was most obviously handmade 
was the long, patchwork prairie skirts, popularized by the 1960s hippie counterculture 
(see Figure 5.6). Several women whose hair seemed naturally gray or white had dyed 
their hair blue or purple, referred to as “mermaid hair” (Sew Night, personal 
communication, February 21, 2020), and more dramatically displayed during the punk 
sub-culture of the 1980s (Fox, 1987). Although I did not ask any of the people with 
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Figures 5.6 & 5.7 Examples of stand-out and contemporary homemade clothing 
with dyed hair their reasoning behind this, it seemed a temporary accessory that aligned 
with the creative and somewhat rebellious “youthquake” feeling pervasive in QC’s 
reputation. In an obvious nod to other fan communities, there was even a man in full 
Trekkie uniform. 
Alternately, many shirts, both pullover and button down, were made from small-
print quilt fabrics in a display of current, everyday wear (see Figure 5.7). The 
contemporary item with the largest visual impact was the quilt coat or quilt jacket (see 
Figure 5.10). These appeared tailored and complex in construction. Much attention was 
paid by strangers to the people wearing them. Also seen were jackets that had been 
repurposed with patchwork sleeves or a quilt block appliquéd on the back, reminiscent of 
the quilted clothing more often aligned with the quilt revival generation (Duryea Wong, 
2019). Thompson and Haytko (1997) determine that consumers “actively combine and 
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adapt culturally established fashion discourses to fit the conditions of their everyday 
lives” (p. 16). These ritual community objects contained slight changes to everyday 
clothing items like shirts, coats and bags to show varying depths of participation in the 
community and the convention. 
      
Figures 5.8 & 5.9 More examples of stand-out clothing and bags  
The most surprising element of self-labeling was the use of words. Words were 
used in two ways: to show membership in the general community of sewists, as well as to 
align oneself with the smaller quilt group you were attending with or representing. 
Quiltmaker membership symbolism was seen in words appliqued on the back of jackets 
and printed on pins, bags and rulers, as in “A yard a day keeps the blues away,” “Mess 
with my bag and I’ll rip your seams out,” and “Badass Quilter” (see Figure 5.12). Some 
groups made unique matching luggage tags or printed shirts for their chapter of the MQG 




      
Figures 5.10 & 5.11 Yet more examples of stand-out clothing  
Other forms of self-labeling in the MQM originally relied heavily on Instagram 
names. As referenced earlier, the use of a pseudonym on social media is very common in 
contemporary quiltmaking. In order to recognize someone at QC whose given name is 
different from her Instagram name, also referred to as her handle, both are listed on the 
nametags that slide into the lanyards. This double-name identity is also used on all artist 
statements in the juried show. For example, Kim Smith Soper, a quiltmaker and blogger 
who was interviewed for this project, uses @lelandavestudios on Instagram. Leland Ave 
is the name of her blog, named after the street her grandmother who influenced her lived 
on. Both her name, Kim Smith Soper, and her handle, @lelandavestudios, would be 
printed on her lanyard and her quilt’s artist statement hanging in the show.  
There were very few homemade lanyards in classes or anywhere else (see Figure 
5.15). Pin trading was less than anticipated, based on the many years I have seen pin 
collections posted to Instagram during and after the event. The most desired pins were 
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Figures 5.12 & 5.13 Bags with lettering 
attached to fan experiences or promotion. Attendees who wore pins often had three or 
four on their lanyard. The most fascinating aspect of lanyards were the adhesive ribbon 
tags that could be applied to the bottom (see Figure 5.14). In most quilt shows, these are 
reserved for the elite in the hierarchy; lecturers, bigger award winners, and board 
members are the only people given these tags. At QC, anyone could use as many of these 
tags as they desired. Some people wore four or five in descending order, making their 
lanyards quite long. Rather than “Best of Show,” or “Lecturer,” they read “My First 
QuiltCon,” “Scrap Happy,” and “Keep calm and buy more fabric!” I assumed my own 
lanyard would have one with the press pass given to me by the executive director, but I 
only had a small blue strip preprinted at the bottom of my nametag. This visually 
unobtrusive label let the teachers know I was safe to roam, but attendees thought I was 
one of them.  
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Figures 5.14 Examples of lanyard tags (left) & 5.15 A homemade lanyard (right) 
It is important that we pause and critically investigate the ways these myriad 
displays and performances of identity served individual and group identity. “An 
examination of what [clothing and adornment] reveal, and attempt to conceal, contributes 
to our knowledge about the fabric of cultures and to our understanding of the threads of 
human nature” (Cordwell & Schwartz, 1979, p. 1).  Even more than speaking to general 
humanity, examples of MQG branded clothing and collecting pins are markers of 
membership in a group these pilgrims feel passionately about. These attendees were 
presenting something of themselves that they give verbally or behaviorally, and give off 
visually (Goffman, 1971). It wasn’t just saying, “These are my people” over and over, it 
was showing that these are my people by wearing visual symbols of group affiliation. 
The idea that “all aesthetics become an act of speaking” was evident at by the 
hardcore pilgrim’s preparation ahead of time for the event and the wearing of these 
symbols throughout the convention. (Roach & Eicher, 1973). Most strongly aligning with 
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this project are previous findings on dressing for societal ritual (Kaiser, 1996; Lennon et 
al, 2017), referred to as “putting on a mood” (Roach & Eicher, 1979), or “second skin” 
(Deterding, 2017), or “cult bodies” (Hills, 2002), much the way we felt when we put the 
lanyard over our heads for the first time upon arrival. Although I do not align with the 
word ‘cult,’ Hills’ work does support mine in that we both argue that participants wearing 
or using these objects become fans who are not dupes but retain some individual agency. 
They also do not conform to a repeated discourse but instead blur the lines between self 
and other, vacillating between the two, “seeing the people as multiple versions of ‘each 
other’ ” (Turner, 2012, p. 23). Quilt coats were seen as high value items to be discussed 
among strangers, but not so that one could make the exact same quilt coat upon return at 
home.  
This performance identity at QC is a natural production, a “socially organized 
achievement” with little structure or public rules (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 129). 
Handmade shirts, words on accessories, and the QC bag exhibit “communal 
signification” which allows for both shallow and deeper engagement by the variety of 
attendees (Danesi, 1993, 1994). This societal allowance contributes to the safe space that 
many participants expressed feeling in this supportive social environment (Ziller, 1964). 
“These are my people” also meant that it was appropriate to wear whatever level of 
community garb one felt like donning without negative judgement. 
This phenomenon could also be referred to as “coolness,” containing a metacode 
of coolness which signifies osmosis (Danesi, 1994; Gladwell, 1997; O’Donnell & 
Wardlow, 2000). Coolness is “a set of shared meanings within a peer group which signify 
group affiliation” (O’Donnell & Wardlow, 2000). Group coolness is perceptible from 
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outside “coolhunters” as well as the average population (Gladwell, 1997). For example, 
the yellow measuring tape track suit (see Figure 5.11) seen on the show floor was viewed 
as the height of cool by my friends and me, for some indescribable reason. The iterations 
of quilt fashion visible at QC contribute to the coolness factor of the MQM spoken of in 
the mainstream media (Berman, 1998; Cox, 2013; Fons, 2017). Not only is it cool to 
participate in making quilts in the MQM, but it is also cool to attend QC and speak your 
Truth, wearing whatever you like to show your own identity and community 
membership. 
I surmise that much of this stand-out clothing, the yellow track suit or the 
patchwork prairie skirts, would not be strictly socially acceptable in mainstream life 
outside of the convention; not rejected, but certainly not expected. Their coolness factor 
existed primarily here. These were special clothes made for and used in this alternate 
world created by QC. Fabric designer Miller said she has a specific wardrobe made for 
her to wear in her booth each year, and that she would not feel comfortable wearing these 
items to the grocery store in her regular life (personal communication, September 28, 
2020). This phenomenon is similar to findings about cyclists by Thompson and Hayko 
(1997). Cyclists don different attire to participate in the community of road biking, and 
within that culture there are varying levels of engagement as seen by the types of 
wardrobes worn, i.e. the fully invested road cyclist in expensive and cohesive fashion 
versus the weekend warrior in a conglomeration of comfort and cycling fashion 
engagement.  
As I did not speak with people who were wearing more obvious, stand-out 
clothing, I have no way of knowing their explicit intentions. I did notice them being 
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thronged by curious participants in street clothes to share adoration, ask about 
construction techniques, and requests to take photos. Wearing and using these objects 
seemed to erase social and economic statuses from the outside world. This brings 
additional meaning to these stand-out items, as an initiator of quick friendships in a sea of 
strangers who then weren’t really strangers.  
Convention Pilgrimage 
QC can be viewed through the lens of anthropological work on pilgrimage. 
Pilgrims desire to engage in forces larger than themselves in special places where 
transcendence and understanding can happen. Van Gennep’s (1960) three-phase model of 
the pilgrimage as rite of passage is evident in the QC experience. On this quest, the QC 
attendee experiences three phases. First is separation: the planning and actual leave-
taking from the normal confines of everyday society. Second is transition, also referred to 
as liminal (Turner & Turner, 1978): the experience of participation at the convention, 
“inhabitation of extratextual spaces” (Hills, 2002) or “concentration of custom” 
(Olaveson, 2001). The third phase is reincorporation. Upon returning home, the changed 
person integrates back into everyday life. A pilgrim benefits from all three steps, 
although the liminal transition phase of being at the actual convention is primarily studied 
here.  
The survey of the MQM for The Henry Ford showed that 35% of the 
approximately 2,400 respondents had been to QC at some point, showing what a 
significant ritual attending QC has become, especially when noting that 515 respondents 
(21%) have never left their home for a Modern event of any kind. QC attendees appear to 
be looking for a physical and an emotional space for their community enactment. At QC 
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they expect to have similar experiences and feelings they enjoy at their local quilt guild, 
only in person and on a larger scale. These values include novelty, curiosity, inclusion, 
and rule breaking. These might not be specific to this particular group of quiltmakers, or 
unique on the timeline of quilt history. In one of her packed lectures at QC, Mary Fons 
stated: 
 I look around and see that everybody’s really doing what everyone’s 
always done: women being entrepreneurs, quilters pushing boundaries, 
trying new things, doing something never thought of that they turn into 
something extraordinary. So I feel like the Moderns are the latest wave 
of this creative legacy. (personal communication, February 21, 2020) 
This example is similar to Rushman’s (2012) participant’s statement that Modern 
quiltmakers are rolling the same wheel down a different hill. Yes, innovation and 
creativity are the keystone of the evolution of American quilt history. But what does 
today’s version look like? And how might it be different? 
 More than aesthetics or design, participants in this subset of quiltmakers 
absolutely join this movement for the fresh new energetic approach that is a key indicator 
of the MQM’s ethos. The word “vibe” came up often both in casual conversation with 
attendees and vendors of QC and in expert interviews to describe this emotional space. It 
was often difficult for people to put words to, as this theme overlays the entire movement 
as a sort of elusive but highly desired emotional experience. It includes words like “great 
energy” and “energetic,” as well as “bold use of” or “burst of color.” Pilgrims come to 
QC to “become entangled” in that vibe for an overwhelming and immersive four days 
(Pink, 2009).  
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Pilgrimage sites, such as a contemporary convention center, “attract a transient 
population of devotees from a large and frequently diverse catchment area” (Davidson & 
Gitlitz, 2002) in an effort to create an existential nearness precipitated by the Internet, in 
much the same way the radio did for Heiddeger’s generation (Gray, 2007). Each pilgrim 
searches individually for self-identity among the communal, mapping their affective 
experience onto spatial relations, creating a “knowing sophistication” within that 
community (Hills, 2002; Gray, 2007).  
Today pilgrimage can be viewed as an alignment of ritual and play through the 
lens of fan studies. Just because play is important to this type of pilgrim, and organized 
religion is not the focus, it does not lessen the value and importance of this journey. 
These social enactments are nonfrivolous and belong to the “serious side of life” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Durkheim, 2012, p. 386; Turner, 2012). Pilgrims become 
tourists, secular or playful pilgrims combining ritual with play to serve numerous social 
functions, including the promotion of one-heartedness, the recitation of important 
knowledge, and the reinforcement of group values (Dissanayake, 1988; Moore, 1980; 
Reader & Walter, 1993). Both ritual and play are symbolic and transcendent, allaying 
anxieties and generating action across population boundaries (Moore, 1980). Even the 
Turners (1978) argued that “a tourist is half a pilgrim, if a pilgrim is half a tourist” (p. 
20). Play will be further discussed later in relation to its additional contribution to 
permission and validation. 
These types of pilgrimages in relation to QC are defined by the Turners (1978) as 
the modern type, somewhat concerned with the abuses of industrialization and strongly 
female in character (p. xvi). Other examples of pilgrimages along these lines include 
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Brooker’s (2007a, 2007b) and Couldry’s (2007) TV show fans traveling to filming sites 
in Vancouver and New Jersey, Moore’s (1980) voluntary play at Walt Disney World, or 
even Gavanas’ (2008) immersive participant observations of rave culture and electronic 
dance music. Once together, a “ritually generated social epistemology” or “embodied 
experience of social force” is created by QC attendees, rather than the individual pilgrim 
(Rawls, 1996, p. 449). What happens when these pilgrims unite will be discussed in the 
next chapter. 
QC pilgrims gather in a variety of cities annually to engage in an ethos belonging 
to their social movement, instead of traditional belief in mystic powers of ritual at one 
stationary site. As often as I saw the coral QC 2020 bag, I heard variations of “these are 
my people,” proudly spoken unprompted by participants, teachers, board members, 
vendors and interviewees across the board (Attendees, personal communication, February 
2020). This is a factor visible throughout researcher May’s (2014) anthology of Modern 
makers. She even promotes the idea by encouraging readers to “find your people” (p. 12-
13). During the wave of pandemic-induced webinars in 2020, the phrase was repeated 
over and over as artists introduced themselves and described their quilt styles. It has 
become the mantra of this tribe. This collective ethos that attracts people to the MQM 
gives a strong sense of belonging to a disparate group of people all over the world. 
Everyone seems relieved to attend QC where there is a shared sense of values being 
enacted via “transformative performance” (Turner & Turner, 1978), similar to the theme 
and opening song of the long-running television show Cheers: “You want to be where 




QuiltCon’s Effect on Time 
Although this study of QC focuses on the middle transitional phase, the liminal 
phase of peak experience, it is important to briefly note evidence of the individual 
elements of the experience which begin in disparate places before the convention, and the 
lasting effects of the experience which emerge in the thoughts and behaviors of attendees 
well after it is over. As I myself experienced, there was so much to do and see and feel, 
that it was only natural that it would take significant time afterwards to process what was 
done and seen and felt upon the quest’s conclusion. Frequently I heard participants speak 
of being overwhelmed sensorily and emotionally by all that was being presented at QC. 
“It’s overwhelming to remember all of the ideas,” said one quilt show walker. Soper said 
“it’s a lot of stimulation. You have to really do a little at a time” (personal 
communication, August 14, 2020). Another vendor told me it is exhausting to always be 
“on.” A friend commented at our first Sew Night after QC, “walking the show a few 
[quilts] seemed really great, but seeing people post after, they looked better and it seemed 
like there were other great ones I must have missed.” It was impossible to take in 
everything in real time.  
Past and present experience fed into anticipated residual emotion after the show, 
as discussed in Van Gennep’s (1960) first and third phases. One participant was heard 
saying on day two, “So Atlanta, Georgia is the next one?” My friend said on the second 
morning, “When I woke up before 6:30am I kept replaying all that happened yesterday 
and I kept telling myself, ‘Stop it! We’ll relive it later.’ ” When I asked an attendee in the 
Sew Lounge why she chose to spend time sewing at the show, rather than being on the 
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show floor, she said, “I knew from previous years I’d want to keep sewing what I learned 
here so I booked the lounge.” She had learned that the past affects the present at QC.  
Both Carlton and Cooper shared similar sentiments of the moment in time and 
space of QC. “Attending QC fuels the staff for the remaining eleven months of just sitting 
in front of your computer,” noted Carlton (personal communication, July 1, 2020). They 
both mentioned looking over the physical space that is QC for those few days. They 
remember the feeling of being a part of making something like this long after the booths 
have been taken down. Even when one friend said, “I just want to come home and forget 
every quilt I just saw and make my own thing,” and another responded, “that was 
Victoria’s message too,” I could see that even if they didn’t feel inspired to create 
something based on a specific quilt they saw, the feelings of being in that time and space 
of QC (and Wolfe’s permission) inspired them to go home and make something new. 
Pervasive Curiosity 
While at the convention, or ritual site, pilgrims often share similar behaviors and 
interests while in the liminal phase of their journey. In this way, experiencing the 
unknown can bond these tourist pilgrims as they discover new techniques, design 
inspiration, and other members of their online community. Contributing to the positive, 
fresh energy expected at QC is the curiosity many attendees brought. This group is 
extremely curious about how to do things in the quilt world and how they might modify 
those things. Over half of the juried quiltmakers used words in their artist statements like 
“explore,” “challenge myself,” “modify,” “play,” “experiment” or “tried.” Not only are 
they wanting to enact that exploration together at the convention, but they also often 
build it into their quilts.  
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Figure 5.16 Sashiko vendor samples (left) &  
Figure 5.17 Alison Glass demonstrating hand applique in vendor booths (right) 
Attendees come to be introduced to small businesses they have not heard of yet. 
They want to hear about techniques unknown to them such as sashiko and hand fabric 
printing, both of which were popular trends at this year’s QC (see Figure 5.16). They 
flocked to booths with hard-to-find Japanese fabrics and African clothing. In a field with 
seemingly infinite depth of pattern makers, fabric designers and hobbyists adding to the 
virtual canon on a daily basis, attendees do not expect to come to QC already knowing it 
all or how to make it all. But they do want to try to see it all. This is a continuation of the 
inclusive, nonjudgmental ethos of the MQM both online and in guild meetings. I do 
acknowledge that some people have felt some guilds have periodically veered into self-
promotion and rigid Modern aesthetic definitions, but these are in the minority and are 




Expectation to Learn 
QC main attendees want to increase in both intelligence and skill, despite some 
having already engaged in quiltmaking for years. The fullest lecture was given by 
Victoria Findlay Wolfe; when she asked how long the audience had been quilting, the 
majority of hands went up in the 10 to 20 years option. At QC, public instruction is one 
of the principle rituals which attracts participants to attend. Statements from some 
participants that they looked forward to classes the most, coupled with the high volume 
of classes sold out before the event began shows that people are traveling to learn 
something new. The way Modern makers approach construction and design is one of the 
four aspects of the Modern ethos. QC is another, larger venue for this community to enact 
this ethos, in addition to in-person guilds and social media. 
When classes began, attendees were quiet and open to receiving instruction from 
the teacher. They often took notes or pictures with their phones to aid in remembering 
upon returning back to one’s sewing space at home. During lectures, at least half of the 
attendees regularly took notes on paper or phones. 
Some people had signed up for classes with teachers they enjoy following online 
and others wanted to expand their horizons and meet a new-to-them celebrity. I myself 
was surprised at what a thorough mix of what I will call established or origin MQM 
influencers, as well as artists I had not heard of, filled the workshop roster. One 
established and successful blogger I spoke with stated that she feels like QC today has 
democratized the quilt world by giving opportunities for teaching and selling to smaller 
artists with great talent. “They have a broad selection of ‘who is worthy’ at this point” 
(personal communication, July 21, 2020). The majority of teachers were young, often 
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unproven in the larger world of quiltmaking, and used humor to engage their students. All 
of these are factors important in the MQM. 
        
Figure 5.18 Students waiting outside classrooms (left) &  
Figure 5.19 Supplies for Sarah Sharp’s paper-piecing class (right) 
In many ways the desires to learn, engage in fan experiences and commerce were 
all significantly intertwined. Not only did these knowledgeable people expect to gather 
new knowledge in a traditional manner through classes and lectures, often the giver of 
knowledge was someone with some level of celebrity status in the quilt world. Further, 
the desire to purchase from that person in real life was strong at QC. Attendees enjoyed 
visiting with these key people in their booths and purchasing their books or tools in 
classrooms as mementos of the QC experience when their journeys were over. More 
casual learning also occurred by visiting with vendors who were introducing new 
techniques and ideas on the show floor, for example, in the sashiko, hand-printed textiles 
and longarm machine booths. Again, none of these techniques or tools are new to 
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quiltmaking, but they were new trends and interests for this group right now. And as with 
these three examples, the idea of learning to perform any of them after spending five 
minutes with a vendor is not daunting for this group. They expect to go home and learn 
more via the Internet in a repetition of the self-taught value so strong in the MQM.   
Organizational Showmanship and Personalities 
As will be addressed here, QC main attendees seem to be organized, generous and 
trusting of each other. One of the best places to observe the main attendees was in 
classrooms where belongings were brought, displayed and used. People introduced 
themselves and navigated socially with each other in five to six feet of sewing space for 
long periods. The small organizational systems for notions set out on the tables next to 
each sewing machine speak volumes about the students. I expected, from my own 
experience in other classes and retreats, to see a high level of showmanship in homemade 
zipper pouches and elaborate notions cases (see Figure 5.21). In most classes half or less 
were using these types of storage. Much more common were sewing-themed Tyvek 
zipper pouches or plastic boxes one would find at Walmart (see Figure 5.20). Larger 
supply bags that went on the floor next to chairs or under the tables were more often 
homemade.  
Students often introduced themselves as a group briefly before classes began. 
There was no dominant region or state from which participants hailed. In one class, 
people were from 12 different states before I quit writing. This was common. While 
being polite and conscious of keeping their belongings inside their own conceived sewing 
spaces, as classes progressed and fabric scraps began to spread, everyone seemed to 
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Figures 5.20 & 5.21 Examples of both plastic and homemade storage 
maintain a sense of common courtesy about their own belongings, while not minding if 
their neighbor encroached. Notions were shown to each other during free time and nearly 
everyone chatted with others in the classes during breaks.  
There was a high level of trust in every class I observed. All notions and works in 
progress (WIPs), were left out even during prolonged breaks like lunch when everyone 
vacated the classrooms. In one class the teacher had previously agreed to provide supplies 
for the paper-piecing pattern she was teaching. Those who were purchasing them just 
prior to the class were asked to leave $10 on the front table, while the teacher was 
swimming in the brown paper bags she had prepared as giveaways for everyone. It was a 
very loud, chaotic time in the room. Not only did she feel safe leaving cash unattended, 
but as pilgrims sharing their experience, they appeared to respect this impromptu honor-
system. Additionally, several times on the show floor or in the reception area I observed 
 104 
 
items falling out of overflowing bags and attendees helping the stranger by stopping to 
return the items.  
The Business of QuiltCon 
The American quilt world is a nearly $4 billion industry. At the end of the day, 
Modern is big business. Money seems to be in the back of everyone’s minds. The MQG 
makes $1.3 million per year, largely from QC, a figure they announced in their public 
annual meeting at QC. They also disclosed that QC cost just over $700,000 to put on in 
2019. Initially QC was created to fill a void that early MQM people saw, but also to 
enable the MQG to continue. From the beginning Carlton and the emerging group, which 
included Latifa Saafir, Heather Grant, Elizabeth Hartman, and many more, knew a quilt 
show of some sort was necessary, both to help pay for the enormous free work that was 
being put into running the quickly growing worldwide MQG and to offer an event that 
sold items these designers were not seeing at Quilt Market. Carlton told me, “Yes, we 
have to pay salaries. Yes, the MQG has to stay financially viable. We basically had to 
have a way to make money at the time. We were all doing this [running the MQG] for 
free. We needed to launch a big website to formalize membership.” So they decided to 
put on the event they would like to attend. “We want[ed] something where we all get 
together in one place at one time. And wouldn’t it be so amazing if it was a quilt show,” 
said Carlton (personal communication, July 1, 2020). Early sponsorship dollars enabled 
MQG to put on the first QC, including hiring their first employee, Heather Grant, who 
championed the first QC in Austin. Now with five employees, the MQG and QC is still 
also partially run by volunteers. And for the leaders of the MQG, although bills have to 
be paid, at the end of the day the purpose of QC is not about money. Carlton related that 
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after the first QC an industry leader told them, “ ‘This was such a hit. Someone’s going to 
come and ask to buy this event from you.’ And we just laughed like, ‘nobody could ever 
buy this event’ ” (personal communication, July 1, 2020). 
One of Edith Turner’s main ingredients for her theory of communitas is based on 
the fact that money and power are diminished by the peak experience and injecting them 
into the event decreases experiential group identity (Turner, 2012). I would argue that 
because of the examples of consumerism on display at QC discussed next - a desire to 
buy from the source, the strong sense of supporting entrepreneurial businesses, and 
showing each other purchases made at QC - consumerism somehow strengthens rather 
than weakens the community experience, similar to the previously discussed girl getaway 
shopping activities. 
To Buy From the Source 
Very high on pilgrim tourists’ QC priority list was exposure to Modern consumer 
goods, or shared symbols, in the carefully curated vendor booths. In both the classes and 
the booths, participants could purchase face-to-face from small businesses and designers 
whose primary economic presence is online only. This aspect surprisingly contributed to 
my fan studies framework. Most of these items were either put together by the sellers 
specifically for QC or were being introduced here first. This could include buying 
specially printed bags by fabric and quilt designer Carolyn Friedlander, one-of-a-kind 
bandanas and patches from the designers of Ruby Star Society, or a signed copy of 
Jacquie Gering’s newest home machine quilting book. One could buy a bundle of Birch 
Fabric’s newest line of organic Charley Harper fabric in fat quarter bundles before it hit 
the Internet, or purchase Amy Friend’s latest paper-piecing book which was delivered to 
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the show they day before it opened. (She was quite relieved.) Most of these items could 
be purchased online after QC by anyone, and participants seemed to know this. However, 
purchasing them at the event from the original makers was a large part of the anticipated 
experience of the QC pilgrimage. One woman who had waited 90 minutes with her 
girlfriends for the first day of the show floor to open said she was here to “buy sh*! and 
see quilts,” in that order. 
Financial Concerns 
Money was also on the minds of attendees, many of whom contribute to community 
by showing support for small businesses, a strong entrepreneurial factor of the MQM. 
Throughout the event one could see attendees laden with heavy bags, showing each other 
their purchases
8
. One group of retirees had come to QC wearing matching mini tiaras. I 
will refer to them as the Four Crowns. They were poised for a fun, hen-party ambiance. 
For them, QC meant Modern fabric purchases. Cooper said:  
Many of our members quilt as a business. They are small business 
owners. We very much try and support local small business owners [in 
the city of QC each year]. You’re not going to see the Amazon of fabric 
stores at our show. We try and support small businesses because we 
know that’s who we are. Really, if you start looking at a lot of the fabric 
companies and a lot of the sewing machine companies, a lot of them 
were started by families. (personal communication, April 3, 2020)  
 
8
 The MQM QuiltCon 2020 survey reported 69% of 494 respondents had a household 
income over $100,000 per year. 
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Discussing Fons’ mention in her lecture of trying to get her next quilt 
documentary off the ground, my friend said, “Mary should set up a Go Fund Me for her 
documentary. We would all give $5 and pay for the series.” Another friend was 
disappointed the teacher of her class had not brought special supplies to purchase. Even 
Best of Show winner Byrne was overheard telling his new admirers that because of his 
QC success he would have to go home and sell his entertainment system to have space 
and money for a long arm machine and he was excited to make that trade.  
Purchasing is a strong component of QC in classes and on the show floor. In every 
class with sewing machines, company representatives encouraged purchasing the 
machines used at QC. One of my friends bought the Tula Pink branded machine and 
brought it to Sew Night at my home two months later, despite its large size and weight. 
Another friend, of the various notions for sale on the show floor said, “I just bought some 
to buy some.” One attendee waiting at the front of the long line to enter the show floor 
told her friend, “Got my credit card right here, how ‘bout you?” Buying something at QC 
seems to contribute to the emotional aspect of attendance and ritual and was pervasive 
throughout the experience.  
At some point, quiltmakers have begun to worry about the pace in which 
consumerism is influencing the quilt world. The slow stitch movement, as well as the 
second-hand fabric market have both been prevalent throughout the MQM. At QC the 
same sentiments could be found, despite the fact that purchasing is a large factor. One 
friend said, “One day my kids will ask why they didn’t get a college education and I’ll 
point to that fabric pile.” Another said, “the lecture pass was expensive, and since I leave 
Sunday I feel like I need to attend as many as I can.” And a third said, “I struggle with the 
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industry because I can’t imagine being able to spend all day on it. I’m afraid if I 
commercialize it I’d hate it.” When discussing the vendor floor, one friend said she felt 
like she was spending too much time studying the products’ construction, and that “the 
business deterred [my experience]. I get really immersed and I was worried I’d block 
other people” from purchasing. These participants are conscious of the dollars they spend 
and what they are saying with their purchases.  
Today’s quilt world consumerism is the next iteration of the history of the fabric 
industry in America and beyond. Women negotiating the invention and purchase of 
products has gone on for centuries. In support of the positive nature of quiltmaking as a 
business, Mary Fons, who grew up in the business of quilts summed it up well. To 
express how enamored she is with all that we have available to us today, in her lecture on 
quilt history, she showed a picture of a crop field and exclaimed, “Everyone should feel 
like you had a great day today because you didn’t have to make fabric out of flax.” 
In searching to understand who comes to QC and what they expect to experience 
here, we have begun to see that the variety of QC pilgrims have often escaped regular life 
with their girlfriends or family members, bringing symbols of group identity either made 
ahead of time, or purchased at the event. While together, these curious participants are 
open to meeting new friends and also to learning from each other in classes, lectures and 
booths. What follows is what happens to these travelers while at their pilgrimage site.  
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CHAPTER 6 COMMUNITAS AND AFFECT 
 
Across the board, everyone I spoke with at QC felt a heightened sense of 
friendship and openness to all attendees. I argue this is because of the communal 
expectations of convention attendees and the unplanned nature of the MQM. People who 
enter this movement are generally poised to try new things and meet new people online 
and in person. This allows digital and in-person, planned and spontaneous community 
building to be an important tenet of the movement. As you will see in the following 
discussion, participants are interested in continuing to receive individual benefits from 
their community, like growth as an artist, relationships, and great joy in person 
(Ferrarese, 2018). They find a connection in friendship and group encouragement both 
organically from attendees and planned from the top down. This community is also 
strengthened by viewing each other’s work in the quilt show (Piercy & Cheek, 2004; 
Seligman, 2011). What is produced from these experiences is communitas, a heightened 
collective emotion that in turn defines what it is to experience QC and what it means to 
be a member of the MQM (Turner & Turner, 1978; Turner, 2012). Also at QC 
characteristics of a Modern quilt are cemented for attendees and more importantly, what 
these quilts might tell us, as well as attendees, about themselves and their fellow makers. 
Dialogues revealed participants’ heightened emotional experiences through 
phrases like, “my [first] morning was so great it doesn’t matter what else comes,” and “I 
cried multiple times [during Wolfe’s lecture]. It was really lovely thinking that someone 
else’s creative process resonates with me,” or even, “I liked learning that I’m an 
adrenaline junkie in quilts.” One volunteer said, “I also think [Austin] has an emotional 
tie because that’s the first one. And that’s where the MQG really blew up into a very big 
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thing, was after that first QuiltCon.” QC physically exemplifies the vibe that is inherent 
but hard to describe in the MQM, making it an in-person manifestation of both the online 
community and the envelope-pushing orientation. Cooper described it this way:  
To me, it was just the feelings, and I’ve heard it from so many members, 
and I saw it on social media. I don’t know if it’s a reflection of the political 
climate these days, or just the climate of the world. It was a very positive 
atmosphere. People stopped me on the escalator and said, ‘Wow, this is 
just such a positive and fun event this year.’ (personal communication, 
April 3, 2020) 
This emotional connection to a group is a vital aspect which contributes to the enjoyment 
of QC both during the convention and in the weeks and months after.  
Community Sensibilities 
Attendees at QC told me it’s a “very clubby scene,” “the atmosphere is great,” 
and “the best part has been the number of people I’ve talked to.” When asked if I could 
see what they were making in the Sew Lounge, one woman in a group said, “we love 
nosey,” without inhibition. One participant even elaborated by saying, “I expected 
women to be more snobby and competitive and everyone was friendly. Women at guilds 
I’ve seen are competitive and self-promoting, but not here.” Rushman, the only other 
academic yet to study the MQM, said in conversation with me that her past experience 
attending QC was of an event with great energy: the style felt different, and everything 
was new and exciting.  
When asked why they come to QC, the Four Crowns were quick to say that it’s an 
event they attend together to get away. In addition to a fun recharge, they believe QC is 
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about collaboration and group creating and healing, in other words, “inspired fellowship” 
(Turner, 2012, p. xi). A younger group told me they come to “feel the feelings of 
Modern.” They like that this space is about something specific and makes a statement. 
However, they too struggled to verbalize what that sentiment was exactly, except to 
finally add that “it’s safe to deal with social justice here.” 
Especially touching was the singing of O, Canada, open to all Canadian Modern 
members on the steps in the lobby, in a demonstration of national and leisure community 
spirit erupting in what was confirmed to be an annual organic performance. Other 
recurring and spontaneous events are the after parties in the evenings away from the 
convention center. Members set up these events in order to connect as guilds or as online 
friends meeting in person at restaurants and bars in the host cities. The trendiest in 2020 
was a glow-in-the-dark skate party open to anyone, set up by Liz Harvatine and held at a 
local rink. 
All of these examples of heightened emotional experience exhibit the primary 
facets of communitas, collective effervescence, and flow. We have seen how hard it is to 
describe the vibe or energy of QC (Gavanas, 2008). Landau said of communitas in rave 
culture, “the closer you get the more you see, yet the less tangible they become” (St. 
John, 2004, p. 127). Landau argues that this gap between language and ecstasy is central 
to the experience. This affective phenomenon at QC almost exactly demonstrates the 
Turners’ (1978) spontaneous or existential communitas, “a state of equality, 
comradeship, and common humanity, outside of normal social distinctions” which occurs 
at counter-cultural events (Olaveson, 2001, p. 93). As attendees focus on common objects 
which symbolize the sentiments roused - in this case the quilts - class categories and 
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inhibitions are erased to create a fleeting anti-structural society outside of the normative 
world. The democratization of lanyard tags is one example of this class elimination.  
Durkheim describes this as “collective effervescence”: palpable, felt realities that 
directly transform an individual’s mental functioning. The result is linking the conceptual 
realm, as in the MQM ethos, to bodily experiences, creating a “reality that is lived” 
(Throop & Laughlin, 2002, p. 49). Collective effervescence is “a sort of electricity 
generated from [participant’s/pilgrim’s] closeness . . . each one echoing the others. The 
initial impulse is thereby amplified each time it is echoed, like an avalanche that grows as 
it goes along” (Durkheim, 2012, p. 218). Durkheim also argues that this state is most 
often found during “creative epochs and times of social upheaval” or eras of “general 
stimulation of individual energies,” as seen in this post-Big Bang quilting period in the 
early 21
st
 century (2012, p. 212). 
Csikszentmihalyi (1975) named this flow, a peak or optimal state of concentration 
so focused that it amounts to absolute absorption in the activity. Although he finds flow 
states occurring often while alone and deeply involved in a solo task like reading, the 
exhilarating transcendence of effortless control where one forgets about everything else is 
categorically what many people feel at QC. I suggest that flow is achieved for these 
makers first in their independent, primary spaces while constructing quilts and is enjoyed 
even more in a collective event like QC because they already recognize it and feel its 
magnification as communitas or collective effervescence in those around them.  
Turner argues that “just because the communitas component is elusive, hard to 
pin down, it is not unimportant” (Turner, 1969, p. 127). This core of shared pilgrimage, 
the “quick of inter-relatedness,” is the important liminal work for QC pilgrims (Turner, 
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1969, p. 127). In the shared euphoria of communitas, neurophysiological changes take 
place as in altered states of consciousness where specific areas of the brain are ignited 
(Olaveson, 2001; Throop & Laughlin, 2002). Dissanayake argues that intrinsic to the 
human being appears to be that which she attributes to “a need for a maintained state of 
electric activity in the limbic system of the brain” (1988, p. 126). These changes, both 
physical and emotional, lead our QC pilgrims to the enlightened state in which they 
individually return home from their pilgrimage, carrying new ideas with the benefits of 
“quick understanding, easy mutual help, and long-term ties with others” (Turner, 2012, p. 
3). This creative effervescence benefits the fan group by precipitating community 
bonding, cementing group values and reinforcing collective ideals.  
My Traveling Community 
My Sew Night group was especially enthusiastic and trusting when sharing their 
feelings of community at QC. At the end of the first day one said, “I was surprised how 
open everyone was today,” assuming it would take time to warm up to strangers. After 
the second day another stated, “It’s fun to see the same people from yesterday today and 
feel recognition. We’re all high school chums by now,” demonstrating Turner’s (2012) 
“sense of siblinghood” (p. xi). Some of them engaged a Spanish-speaking group to 
discuss their guilds in Mexico, finding that there are very few members in close 
proximity to each other. They travel hundreds of miles to meetings a few times a year to 
experience the in-person connection that we drive 10 miles monthly to enjoy. My friends 
expressed incredulity and sadness for their Mexican Modern sisters.  
Another friend told the story of wanting to purchase a tiny pair of snips at the 
show to give to each of us. She mumbled to herself that she didn’t know how well they 
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actually worked. She needed something to cut. Instantly the stranger next to her in the 
booth automatically searched the hem of her own shirt for a loose thread and offered it as 
a sample. The snips were purchased and given to everyone back at our Airbnb later that 
evening. After Sarah Watts, contributing artist in the Ruby Star Society collective, told us 
in her booth about how supportive her co-designers are in helping each other create and 
meet deadlines, my friend turned to me and said simply, “see, she found her people.”  
Other Community Builders 
Unlike the pervasive feelings and actions of attendees, some community bonding 
was fostered by people in other capacities at the show. Towards the end of the 
convention, I asked the group of volunteers at the bag check, as one of the more visible 
and popular customer service areas, if they had had any unpleasant experiences with 
attendees. All four insisted everyone was excited and patient and just happy to be there. 
One volunteer said a few people got frustrated when they ran out of hangers for coats one 
cold morning, but that was all she could think of. Minala Gracie Harris, the Nigerian 
owner of The Maasai International booth which sells African clothing and textiles, said of 
all the conventions she exhibits at, QC is her favorite. She, too, had a difficult time 
finding just one word to describe the communitas vibe, but she did state that the energy is 
much higher and more positive at this show. She really looks forward to it every year as 
the most fun and the most financially successful for her business. Cooper also stated, 
“We had so many companies [vendors] tell us ‘Oh you’re our favorite show. Your show 
is just so much fun’ ” (personal communication, April 3, 2020). Cox agreed, “QC is just a 
wonderful feeling of we belong and we have these friends and we have these people we 
can work with” (personal communication, June 5, 2020). 
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The lectures were another integral location for the “plural reflexivity” of 
communitas, when many similar intersubjective understandings join during peak 
experience to form community through some sort of enactment (Turner, 2012, p. 219). 
Multiple lecturers asked for the large audience to raise their hands in response to various 
questions and the large majority of the group easily participated without hesitation. They 
used specialty terms like “temperature quilts” without explanation, counting on the 
audience to understand as fellow movement members. Temperature quilts are a popular 
quilt trend in which you make one block for each day to represent a year’s temperatures 
in your city, using personalized color gradation and design. When artist Victoria Findlay 
Wolfe asked the group if quilts are art or craft, a resounding boo went out for craft. 
Everyone loudly and collectively agreed that quilts are art, continuing the long debate of 
art versus craft and the hierarchy of value in the art world (Peterson, 2011). She also 
implored the group to “show quilts at guilds so you can find your people. They will come 
up to you,” when they make connections between what you are making and what they 
like to make. This is another common example of finding your people. This group 
participation was cited as evidence for quiltmaker and blogger Soper’s view on 
community. She said, “I don’t know that they [join the MQM] because of the community. 
I think that they discover the community once they find that they’re in love with [the 
Modern style] and then they realize there’s other people out there that love it like they 
do” (personal communication, August 14, 2020). 
MQG: Community by Design 
Some community building is done intentionally by the MQG. From the inception 
of the convention, the organization set out to create an event where people known only 
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online could meet in person once a year. As a continuation of this initial sentiment, QC is 
still poised to help online friends find each other. Carlton said of this year’s show, 
“You’ll just be standing in one place, and as you’re standing there for 15 minutes, you 
watch 10 different people bump into someone they know on Instagram and they can’t 
believe they’re meeting. It’s just that energy that is really awesome” (personal 
communication, April 3, 2020).  I introduced myself to @Laurie3.14, who I have been 
following on Instagram for a decade. In the world outside of quilts I would have been 
quite hesitant to do this, but because we have quilts in common, once I recognized her at 
QC I knew I needed to connect in person after all this time. She invited me to meet 
@entropyalwayswins, another Instagram maker I greatly admire, with whom she was 
scheduled to walk the show later. 
The MQG has set up several triggers at QC that promote community building. In 
addition to the very popular QC hoodies, t-shirts, and bags, the selfie booth is also 
regularly used. A black pop-up tent with a QC background sat next to a display titled, 
“Social Media Booth” with suggested hashtags to use when posting the group photos 
taken there. Cox stated, “They have created a booth where you can do a cool selfie 
because they know that’s what people want to do” (personal communication, June 5, 
2020). The annual QuiltCon Magazine also contains a few glossy pages highlighting their 
definition of Modern fabric in the industry each year. 
MQG co-founder Carlton’s favorite annual community event at QC is the mini 
quilt swap (see Figures 6.1 through 6.4). Participation does not require QC attendance. 
Several months before the event, members can sign up to make and trade a mini quilt 
with another member anywhere in the world. Participants suggest desirable trends and 
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color palettes on Instagram (#quiltconminiswap and #makeaminimakeafriend) and can 
then swap their finished objects either via mail prior to QC or during the mini swap 
      
Figure 6.1 Mini quilt participant signing her mini quilt (left) &  
Figure 6.2 An overview of the mini quilt swap (right) 
event in person. This year 444 people participated. Half of those chose to trade in person. 
Carlton gushed, “Watching the swap happen always makes me cry, too, because it’s all of 
these people giving each other the quilts they’ve sewn for each other over the past 
months. It’s just so moving. Everybody’s so happy. It’s really the community of it” 
(personal communication, July 1, 2020). 
This was the loudest moment of QC by far. Hundreds of people gathered in the 
lobby at the appointed time, huddled around the leader of their assigned group (called a 
hive), and then traded the wrapped treasures with their new friend. What followed was an 
incredibly exuberant 30 minutes of laughing and smiling, overflowing collective 
effervescence. Although I did not see a lot of hugging between recipients, everyone 
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seemed very happy to be participating and took photos with their swap mate. The level of 
workmanship that went into these mini quilts made for strangers was elaborate and 
indicated the significant investment of time put into each project. Even 45 minutes later, 
when I was back on the fourth floor to catch another lecture, the noise from below was 
still incredibly loud. I witnessed one woman in the lecture hall get up on a chair and, 
holding her new mini high above her, announce, “Hey everybody! This is what I got for 
my swap!” 
     
Figures 6.3 & 6.4 Mini quilt participants exchanging their quilts 
Quilt Show: Community on Display 
Another planned element of communal bonding was the Charity Group 
Challenge. This has since been renamed the Community Outreach Quilt Challenge going 
forward. These quilts were all various gradients of black to white, included some sort of 
text, and were made prior to QC by guilds all over the world. QC 2020 was the first time 
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remote members who only knew each other online could participate together. This large 
collaborative display by individual communities demonstrated the way the MQG and 
also, I would posit, the larger MQM, is made up of disparate but connected remote 
groups who find commonality in joining together through quiltmaking. These group 
activities include learning, feeling group emotions together, promoting social causes, and 
charitable giving, all of which were represented in this quilt collection.  
This section was off to the side of the show floor and visitors walked through this 
area differently than the other areas of the quilt show. Compared to the chaos and hubbub 
of the main section of the show, the charity group challenge area inspired a more 
contemplative attitude. Viewers stood back to take in each quilt’s entire message, instead 
of the usual practice of gesturing and closely examining technique. Marianne Fons told 
me “I am moved to tears by what the MQG [community] has done with word quilts this 
year” (personal communication, February 21, 2020).  
The charity group challenge quilts did not hold back any punches. Themes 
included female empowerment, suicide prevention, racial equality, technological 
advancement, poetry, and civic and cultural pride. Text listed on emotion-laden quilts 
included, “Speak even if your voice shakes,” by Illawarra Moderns (see Figure 6.6). 
Another example was Kennedy’s quote, “Not because they are easy but because they are 
hard,” by Gulf Coast MQG. “Persisterhood,” by South Bay Area MQG, was pieced in an 
arch one could stand underneath for a picture (see Figure 8.1). Despite serious and often 
sad themes, there was overwhelming hope throughout the display. I myself was so 
overcome with the emotion bouncing off of these quilts that I teared up and had to step 
aside to download my own feelings in a two-minute voice memo. Into my phone app I 
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spoke, “There’s a huge amount of optimism but also a huge amount of sorrow. They’re 
not all social justice quilts necessarily, they’re human justice quilts about trial and 
      
Figure 6.5 Uncomfortable, by Free Range Quilters (left) &  
Figure 6.6 Dolly’s Dream, by Illawarra Moderns (right) 
struggle and rising over it.” It was here that I felt most proud to be a part of the MQM, 
despite the fact that I did not contribute to any of those quilts. When I came to a quilt 
made by the Corvallis MQG from my home state of Oregon, I was again brought to tears, 
despite the fact that I have not lived there for over 20 years. It read “alis volat propriis,” 
Oregon’s state motto, meaning “she flies with her own wings” (see Figure 6.8). This 
Latin phrase could be extended to describe the entire MQM. I personally find significant 
resonance with it both in my own quiltmaking and in my research.  
Community through connection to geography was a strong theme throughout the 
juried show as well. These quilts frequently mentioned roads (like a grandparent’s street), 
maps, cities, and countries, either in the artist’s statement or in the design. Many 
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American states were mentioned, as well as countries like Egypt, England, Africa, 
Russia, Japan, Germany, Canada, Ireland, and more. There were bird’s eye 
      
Figure 6.7 Who Needs Words to Tell a Story: A Day In The Life Of A Quilter,  
by Tulsa Modern Quilt Guild (left)  
& Figure 6.8 she flies with her own wings, by Corvallis Modern Quilt Guild (right) 
 
overviews of an individual maker’s hometown, dominant regional symbols like stained 
glass, famous modern architecture and buildings in their area, even the light fixture over a 
dentist’s chair. One artist’s statement directly referenced the “metaphysical connections 
of community.” All of this contributes to the fact that attendees feel strongly about their 
hometown places and wanted to make an object that represents these spaces to share with 
their larger Modern community, converging in the space QC temporarily occupies.  
Towards the end of the convention, one of my friends said, “I just gotta make 
something that’s mine. And I’m too influenced by the Utah scene.” Her geographic 
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perspective had been widened in a way that online exposure to Modern had not 
facilitated.  
Quilt Show: Community in Motion 
American poet and potter M.C. Richards reminds us that “we think about craft as 
if it were objects, forgetting [that] it’s people, and pretending that we are not people 
reacting to them” (Koplos & Metcalf, 2010, ix). Much of the humanistic experience of 
the interaction between objects and people can be found in the aisles of the quilt show. In 
this way the show becomes an ephemeral museum-like zone where attending is, as the 
U.S. National Portrait Gallery director Pachter put it, “to witness and be a witness” 
(Parry, 2010, p. 335). Past QC winner Soper said walking the show is her favorite part 
because “it’s very tactile. It makes such a difference to see [the quilts] in person” 
(personal communication, August 14, 2020).  
The entire show of more than 600 quilts, which includes the juried quilts, acts as a 
momentary gallery displaying the results of lived experiences. As I joined a private tour 
of the show hosted by quilt culture writer Mary Fons, the large group walked quietly and 
thoughtfully, as if following a docent at a famous museum (see Figure 6.9). This year 
around 150 guilds were represented in the larger quilt show, plus almost 1,000 individual 
members not attached to an organized guild. Around 320 quilts were included in the 
juried show portion this year. Categories included Piecing, Stripe Challenge, 
Improvisation, Modern Traditional, Negative Space, Minimalist Design, Applique, 
Handwork, Group & Bee Quilts, Small Quilts, Youth – Individual, and Youth – Group. 
Only about five percent of the quilts sell during the convention. After instituting some 
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changes in the quilt purchase process, 2020 saw the largest number sold and the MQG 
hopes that continues to grow.  
 
Figure 6.9 Mary Fons leading a private quilt tour 
Spectators walked the entire show mostly in groups of two or three, frequently 
discussing process and technique of individual quilts. They typically stand very close to 
the quilts and often read the artist’s statement for further understanding. Researcher 
Smith (2011) found that the American Quilt Society also uses “its shows, contests, and 
publications to cultivate conversations among quiltmakers about what constitutes a good 
quilt and how quilts intersect with art” (p. 4). Listening to group conversations uncovered 
how much people at QC like to make quilts and study how others do the same. Viewers 
spontaneously offered their opinions, some of which were not entirely flattering: “That 
close straight-line quilting [referring to the matchstick technique] isn’t human. All those 
lines!”; “It’s not even stitched down. She didn’t even bother to go around the edges”; “If 
we call brown ‘chocolate’ or ‘mocha,’ can we use it again?” When looking at a Jimmy 
Carter quilt that read, “Put on a sweater,” one woman said, “finally a president says 
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something I can support.” These spontaneous utterings display the levels of expertise and 
connoisseurship, as well as the jury of public opinion, that are attracted to both the MQM 
and QC’s juried show. 
Other exclamations included, “That’s just a hodge-podge,” and “How do these 
millennials think they’ve found their creative voice when they only use the same three or 
four colors?” Critiquing strangers’ works is acceptable and common in contemporary 
quiltmaking. The show serves as both a place of inspiration and a place of judgement by 
passersby. This aspect demonstrates that despite the lack of rules heralded by the MQM, 
in some ways this group is similar to traditional hobbyist quiltmakers. Opinions and 
judgement at QC are not different than a more mainstream quilt show or even an art 
gallery.  
While circulating through the quilts on display, attendees also discussed quilt-
related topics in their own lives. For example, one convention-goer mentioned the death 
of a recent friend, lamenting, “It just makes me sick that those quilts were thrown away.” 
Another, speaking of a garage sale she attended recently told her friend, “She was selling 
all this fabric!” These conversational snippets also show that quilts serve as topics of 
discussion in cementing relationships and confirming shared values. 
The Politics of a Modern Display 
 
Vivika Hansen DeNegre, board member and editor of QuiltCon Magazine, wrote 
that her mother described quiltmaking as a “personal industry” (2015). At QC, this very 
personal industry is on very public display, both virtually and at the convention, in the 
“politics of display” (Smith, 2011). Women create these objects historically made by 
women and included in “women’s work,” and then display them in the public arena to 
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promote individual and community values, aesthetics, and disciplinary boundaries 
(Smith, 2011).  
In my experience, much of the reputation and meaning of QC as a whole in this 
online community of the MQM ride on the juried portion within the large show. Which 
quilts are accepted and rejected are heavily discussed on Instagram for months before and 
after each occurrence of QC. Much of the dialogue online, and sometimes in guild 
meetings I’ve attended, focuses on techniques, trends, and people involved in this public 
presentation curated by the MQG and the judges they choose each year. Surprising to me 
was the additional emotion the juried show contributed to communitas at QC. This 
collective effervescence does not translate online on social media platforms where the 
public, often non-attendees evaluate the quilts each year purely for their aesthetic value 
from a distance.  
For this reason, and because I find that the show demonstrates fundamental 
aspects of the MQM reflected through action and fabric at QC, the show is a key factor of 
QC’s place in the MQM and quilt history. Community themes of inclusivity, exploration, 
and rule-breaking are woven throughout the display and contribute to the communitas 
experienced here. The show also contributes to quintessential QC factors such as 
curiosity and experimentation, group emotion, and the persona of a knowledgeable 
Modern quiltmaker. 
Tensions Feed Design 
At QC 2020, themes of duality and tension served to articulate the approach to 
Modern quiltmaking within the MQM. In feeling free to make quilts out of tension-filled 
lives and then display the product, the ethos of permission and freedom to explore which 
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is celebrated in the movement and at QC can be seen. One artist’s statement read, “The 
name [of her quilt] refers to the realization that each stranger we pass lives a life as vivid 
and complex as our own.” Another said the black in her piece “evokes water in turmoil.” 
One woman titled her quilt, Broken Mind. Yet another stated, “This piece communicates 
the feeling of stability and interconnectedness, but not complete stability. Some areas are 
supported and some are not, which provides the stimulation to become stronger.” A 
woman reflecting on her positive inspiration from exposure to Indian textiles stated she 
loved a tradition that had been carried through generations, “as someone who has tenuous 
roots both personally and culturally.” Finally, one statement read, “One can go inside the 
diamonds or come out because they are open. When something is open you have the 
freedom to go in or get out, the choice is up to you.” Quilts in this juried part of the show 
often symbolized prior deep processing of tension-filled issues surrounding freedom and 
constraint, framed as sunrises and sunsets past, that were then pulled from those pasts and 
shared by attendees in the present.  
Clearly these quilts express the processing of experiences and deep feelings, 
displayed as a piece of art for all to see. For humans, art is not just the finished product, 
but the emotion that is put into the object, also known as numinous object materiality, 
and the behavior of art. Otto (1917) described numinous as the religiosity of heightened 
feelings with regard to certain objects, an inexpressible feeling that has been awakened 
(Latham, 2016). The inexpressible feelings at QC, or communitas, are articulated through 
the various quilts’ theme of tension. The behavior of art is based on the human need to 
create a “comprehensive explanatory scheme – to recognize what is true and false, 
knowable and unknowable, sacred and profane, real and illusory, good and bad” 
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(Dissanayake, 1988 p. 114). Quilts have demonstrated this materiality and behavior for 
centuries, and Modern quiltmakers continue this legacy of building quilts as an 
expression of emotion and experience.  
Of the 309 juried quilts I was able to photograph and later analyze, 38% were a 
direct symbolic processing of life’s difficulties, as stated in either the quilt’s title or the 
artist’s own explanation in their statement. Ten percent had stated political or feminist 
themes. (This percentage would have been higher if I had had time to include the Group, 
Small and Youth categories.) Overall, these quilts demonstrate constraints as a theme, 
typifying the MQM ethos of breaking rules and exploration. The ideas overtly described 
of push and pull, freedom to do, finding flow, being confident, balance, order in chaos, 
time and moments, and relationships were the clear building blocks for these makers. 
“We walk into our sewing spaces dragging our lives behind us and our quilts bear 
witness” (Dowell, Textile Talks, 2020). Not only are these quilts the results of working 
through the constraints of life, but they also continue the spectrum of quilts that heal, a 
long thread in quilt history. One friend said, “when [Wolfe] listed that you quilt to heal I 
thought I gotta go - where’s the cry room?” Through their creation the quilts help the 
maker heal. Through their display at QC the quilts help everyone else heal through 
connection and commonality and understanding.  
Despite the fact that people seemed to pilgrimage to QC to step out of their 
everyday lives, they did not shy away from absorbing the deep emotional, everyday 
themes portrayed in this display of personal industry. They stepped into experiencing 
object materiality, the valuable, dynamic relationship between the viewer and the object, 
where affects are absorbed through our senses which are then used to make sense of the 
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world (Dudley, 2010). This shared experience gave the viewer and the maker permission 
to express and make with fabric in this Modern approach and aesthetic. Participants act 
out Cameron and Gatewood’s (2003) study of the “numinous experience” by engaging 
deeply, feeling empathy and awe or reverence for and with the objects and their makers. 
Award-winning quiltmaker Soper really enjoys seeing her quilts “hanging amongst the 
quilts that other people have made” and especially seeing people’s reaction to her pieces 
(personal communication, August 14, 2020). Much of the feelings projected in the 
classes, lectures, and juried quilts were readily accepted by the recipients. This energy 
contributes to the collective effervescence witnessed at QC. I surmise that these feelings 
became emotional inspiration that went home as valuable souvenirs to pull out while in 
front of one’s machine weeks and months later.   
The Influences of Arts & Sciences 
In addition to making quilts about constraints and tension, the juried show at QC 
confirmed that these quiltmakers have likely attained a high level of formal education, as 
evidenced by explicit and implied themes drawn from the arts and the humanities, as well 
as the sciences. About 100 quilts referenced an artist or movement as inspiration. 
Turkish, pointillism, shibori, ralli, khadi, Jugendstil, Art Deco, Edwardian, Arts & 
Crafts, Aztec, midcentury, baroque and many more were represented. Science and nature 
were referenced often. The passage of time through seasons, gardens, the ocean, natural 
disasters, and the morning and evening in sunrises and sunsets was a common motif. 
More in depth scientific fields were also included, such as Fibonacci, dinosaurs, the 
moon, quasars, astronomy, the Apollo and Voyager missions, dactylography, and various 
elements on the periodic table. Not only are these quiltmakers publicly expressing their 
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life experiences through fabric, they are also using their exposure to the arts and sciences 
to do so. These design inspirations and the approach to Modern quiltmaking align with 
Morris and Ruskin’s Arts and Crafts movement with similar notions of “self-reliance, 
individualism, community, and romantic connections to nature” used in a way to add new 
value to an age-old genre (Gauntlett, 2018, p. 58; Koplos & Metcalf, 2010).  
Quilts in the show also referenced the technology present in the maker’s life today, 
bridging what and how we make today with this historic handmade tradition’s past. These 
are examples of how modern, lower-case m, as in cutting edge or contemporary, is 
displayed. Pinterest, a printer test page, computer coding, the Internet, and digital 
programs like Adobe Photoshop, Illustrator, and Electric Quilt 8 were mentioned in artist 
statements. Paradoxically, several makers also embraced using the old to make something 
new through words including “waste fabrics,” “surplus from industry,” “thrifted,” “was 
given,” “upcycled,” “other’s scraps,” “leftovers,” “recycled clothing,” “reclaimed,” 
“trash,” “ugly fabric challenge,” “wrong side of fabric,” and “vintage.” Clearly, despite 
being called Modern, this movement is rooted in tradition. 
Elements of a Modern Quilt 
 The same historic American spirit of experimentation and innovation in textile art 
applies to the MQM. Speaking of artist Terrie Hancock Mangat’s quilts in the 1980s, 
Berlo (2003) argues, “they are as accurate a record of the visual excess of our era as the 
Victorian crazy quilt was of its era” (pg. 30). Today’s Modern quilts are also an excellent 




What makes a quilt Modern is contested within the quilt world. This tension will 
be discussed in the conclusion. Suffice-it to say, pinning down Modern’s broad aesthetic 
definition is elusive and perhaps unnecessary. Modern may reflect the Bauhaus and 
modern art and architecture. It may mean a departure from traditional techniques and 
strict patterns. It may mean using technology or more casually refer to something 
currently trendy. The MQG uses their juried show to reflect what they feel is Modern. 
After analyzing 309 quilts, according to the MQG in 2020, a Modern quilt uses 
predominantly solid fabrics, large areas of asymmetrical negative space, and is most often 
finished with straight-line quilting and separate binding. Surprisingly, traditional blocks 
can be found either mentioned or unmentioned in artist statements in the majority of these 
quilts as well. Also considered traditional, the quilt border was found in some version on 
over a quarter of the quilts.  
 In examining what occurs at QC we see that any attendee has the opportunity to 
unintentionally contribute to and absorb the overflowing collective effervescence which 
bubbles over in the convention spaces each day. Individual experiences of 
Csikszentmihalyi’s flow at home are combined to create a strong sense of community and 
shared peak experience in-person through lectures, classes, and walking the show floor 
together. Although events planned by the MQG also facilitate this phenomenon, it 
appears that the quilt show, heavy with tension-filled lived experience adds to the sense 
of communitas at QC, while also displaying examples of what Modern quilts can be and 
can do. In all of these ways, the emotion which occurs at QC cements what it means to be 




Examples of the QuiltCon 2020 Juried Show 
 
         
Figure 6.10 Signs and Symptoms, by Cynthia Blair-McManus et al (left) & 
Figure 6.11 Eyes, by Karen S. Foster and BeeSewcial (right) 
 
 
          
 
Figure 6.12 Chandler, by Angela Bowman (left) & Figure 6.13 Bob, by Patti Coppock (right) 
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Figure 6.14 Problem Solved and Beautifully Flawed, by Jen Broemel (left) &  
Figure 6.15 She’s Lost Control Again, by Irene Roderick (right) 
 
          




         
 
Figure 6.18 Clementine, by Debra L. Jabert (left) &  
Figure 6.19 Building a Wendy House, by Nicole Kaplan (right) 
 
 
         
 
Figure 6.20 Piter Map, by Clara Stoikow (left) & Figure 6.21 Resist, by Maritza Soto (right) 
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Figure 6.22 Comfort Quilt in a Lockdown Drill, by Alexis Deise (left)  
& Figure 6.23 Justice Everywhere, by Vasudha Govindan (right) 
 
 
          
 




Table 1.2 Juried Show Analysis 
Inspiration Theme # of Quilts % of 309 Total Quilts 
Use of words like explore, challenge, modify, play, experiment, 
tried 
178 58% 
Emotional theme like experience, healing, remembering 177 57% 
Inspired by artist/movement 102 33% 
Social justice (Youth, Small, & Group categories not included) 30 10% 
 
Type of Quilting # of Quilts % of 309 Total Quilts 
Straight-line 148 48% 
Geometric motif 71 23% 
Matchstick 65 21% 
Grid 46 15% 
Handwork 42 14% 
 
Type of Design Elements # of Quilts % of 309 Total Quilts 
Negative space 234 76% 
Asymmetry 204 67% 
Either visible or maker-named traditional block used 186 60% 
Circles in piecing 110 35% 
Borders of some kind 86 28% 
Faced 82 27% 
Improv (41 in that category) 83 27% 
Patterned fabric used on front 67 22% 
Noun pictured 64 21% 
Hand-dyed fabric used 11 4% 





CHAPTER 7 FEMALE EMPOWERMENT: LET’S PLAY 
 
QuiltCon, however ephemeral, is an annual physical and emotional collective 
space carved out both by the planners and the participants to receive significant design 
inspiration, but also much more. As one participant put it, the feelings of “being 
surrounded by things that speak to me much more than other quilt shows” fulfills several 
needs for these fans. What exactly is being expressed to attendees? And what does 
“feeling the feelings of Modern,” in the words of a participant, mean for attendees and 
the MQM? 
Many issues relevant to feminist discourse are attended to at this pilgrimage 
event. Primary among them is the group focus, quilts, which have usually been in the 
female realm. As has been discussed, elements of the liminoid phase of pilgrimage are 
fundamental to QC: Traveling to this convention or “release from mundane structure,” 
often with other important women in their lives, “homogenization of status through 
simplicity of dress and behavior,” and a sense of renewal (Turner & Turner, 1978, p. 
253). The resulting communitas or collective effervescence experienced here benefits the 
participant in several ways. It contributes to self-identity for the pilgrim as a member and 
practitioner of the fan group, by witnessing celebrities who serve as real-time role models 
of the flexible approach to Modern quiltmaking and how to embrace unapologetic play. 
Play, typical at other types of fan conventions and vacations, is then engaged in among 
many levels of participants throughout the convention. Through a variety of vehicles of 
play at QC, participants surprisingly gain a sense of permission to make how they want, 
and as much as they want in their everyday lives, reinforcing the ethos of the MQM. 
Increased female employment opportunities and economic conditions also enable these 
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women to “seek [their] identity outside structure” and engage in this ethos with less 
boundaries (Turner & Turner, 1978, p. 250). Comparison to other shows is also prevalent 
in this space of learning and primarily female fan-celebrity enactments, reinforcing 
validation that Modern quiltmaking is something distinct and worth engaging in on the 
timeline of quilt history.   
In making women’s experiences visible, a brief feminist ethnographic and 
anthropological discussion on feminist actions at QC based on this field work is required 
(Davis & Craven, 2016; Stacey, 1988). Although aspects of power struggles and varying 
levels of engagement within the quilt world are not directly addressed in this study, the 
act of attending a convention devoted to a female-dominated hobby links attendance to 
feminism, women’s studies, and cultural studies (Gray, 1997). Baumgardner & Richards 
(2000) argue that “every time women get together around a table and speak honestly, 
they are embarking on an education that they aren’t getting elsewhere in our patriarchal 
society” (p. 49). I would argue that similar important discussions happen at this larger 
convention table, as will be outlined here. 
Denzin argues that women have been historically positioned by larger power 
struggles which “operate in complex and contradictory ways in limiting and enabling 
women’s lives” (Gray, 1997, p. 98). My research shows that women at QC are using 
female leisure in nonfrivolous ways by resisting the theory or ethic of care and putting 
themselves and their own enjoyment above socially constructed female expectations by 
attending this convention (Shaw, 1994). It is interesting to note that even though these 
particular women act in unintentional resistance against these constraints, as well as 
against the perceived traditional approach to quiltmaking, they are participating in a 
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gendered craft as the vehicle of their antagonism. This demonstrates the complex and 
contradictory nature of women’s leisure and their negotiations to participate (Shaw, 
1994). This is to say nothing of other women living within those societal constraints who 
for sociological or economic reasons are not able to come to the convention at this time. 
The lives and levels of quiltmaker engagement mirror how women in the world outside of 
quilts respond to feminism.  
From a bigger picture view, the predominantly female attendees are “doing 
gender,” as described by West and Zimmerman (1987). Hills’ (2002) “performative 
consumption,” echoes that gender is performative. Rather than a preconceived role or set 
of traits, “gender is exhibited or portrayed through interaction” (West & Zimmerman, 
1987, p. 129). Traditional notions of femininity are on display through interactions and 
institutional character. “Individuals may have social identities that are donned or shed, 
but we are always women or men” (p. 139). Events like QC are organized to routinely 
display and celebrate behaviors that are conventionally female, although men are 
welcomed and present in small numbers. West and Zimmerman argue that gender is 
something that one does, not just what one is (p. 140). Their work builds on Goffman’s 
(1971, 1986) theory that the ways we interact in a group reveal the essential nature of and 
establishes a hierarchy within the community. While some of this applies to QC, I would 
argue that the democratic footing of the MQM disables the strict hierarchical triggers of 
Goffman by making room for all. Doing gender at QC then is essentially putting several 
versions of the contemporary feminine on display.  
Also significant in Modern quiltmaking are the words used by hobbyists to 
describe elements of a Modern quilt heard either via lecturers, artist statements, or in 
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casual discussions throughout the convention. These are words often attributed to fields 
like engineering, architecture, or graphic design i.e. line, scale, composition, alternate 
gridwork, and deconstructed blocks. I asked MQM innovators Weeks Ringle and Bill 
Kerr, both formally educated in these professional fields, why there appears to be a 
vocabulary shift in describing quilt design today. They both said they felt this was a 
strong indicator of the range of careers at last available to contemporary women. Quilts 
continue to be elevated as art, thanks to contributions by those in the quilt revival era, 
reflecting the evolution towards female equality as well as unstudied feminist actions in 
quiltmaking today (personal communication, December 12, 2020).  
Gaining Permission, Validating a Movement 
Part of the MQM and QC vibe also includes themes I describe as “permission” 
and “validation.” Throughout my coded fieldnotes, aspects relating to permission and 
validation recurred often. For attendees, permission relating to the ethos of the MQM was 
mentioned in remarks about making what you want, expressing your turmoil through 
quilts, considering yourself an imperfect artist, breaking rules, and belonging to this 
group. In 2018, blogger and quiltmaker Soper conducted her year-long Creativity Project, 
which focused on “whether or not people [in the MQM] feel like they’re artists and 
whether or not they feel like what they’re doing is meaningful in the grand scheme of 
things.” Based on the 50 interviews she performed, she extrapolated that quiltmakers 
need to have someone validate their work “without really realizing that we need it or that 
we do it for each other” (personal communication, August 14, 2020). In describing the 
early Internet-only days of the MQM, MQG co-founder Carlton said, “It was fun to see 
people finding each other [on Flickr]. That brought validation to the movement in my 
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opinion that everybody was connecting through that” (personal communication, July 1, 
2020). This particular exchange happened online and then moved to in-person events 
such as newly formed guild meetings and QC. 
Sentiments of permission and validation happened organically between attendees 
and repeatedly in the classes and lectures from those who are in some position of 
authority and expertise within the MQM, similar to a role model. One of my friends 
recounted, “I learned in my classes that there are no hard and fast rules in these 
techniques - whatever brings you joy.” Another friend instantly agreed and chimed in, 
“That’s what Carolyn Friedlander was teaching as well!” I was surprised this impacted 
my friends so much as both of them are experienced and exceptional quiltmakers. The 
fact that many of these teachers and lecturers have no formal training in their aspect of 
the craft, just years of practice and attention, contributes to the feeling that no one knows 
it all and that continued learning is allowed and encouraged.  
The lecturers used very empowering and encouraging language which contributed 
to the collective effervescence. During Mary Fons’ humorous lecture on quilt history, she 
lamented the idea of traditional quiltmaker as the “idiot genius”: the 19
th
 century woman 
who must not have known how great she was because she never put a label on her 
masterpiece. Fons, in perfect comedic timing, stated, “Oh she knows she was good. She 
finished it!” The packed lecture hall erupted in cheers (personal communication, 
February 21, 2020). During her lecture on portrait art in quilts, Shruti Dandekar, who 
primarily makes fabric portraits of men, shyly showed her own self portrait quilt. “No 
one else is going to make my portrait except me,” she said (personal communication, 
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February 22, 2020). Her comment attends to the feminist sensibilities expressed in the 
QC community. 
The biggest promoter of permission was the convention’s keynote speaker, 
Victoria Findlay Wolfe, herself a formally trained artist. She encouraged people to be 
curious and throw out rules, both key attributes of the MQM. “Embrace that you’re an 
artist. Don’t say ‘oh that old thing.’ ” On the establishment and traditional quilt rules she 
argued, “we need those rules, but we can break those rules. People in Modern can push us 
towards making our quilts whatever we want… If I want to make a political quilt, I’ll 
make a political quilt.” Her most cheered statement was, “there is no quilt police. There’s 
rude people.” She even had a slide that said if something’s not working you have 
permission to just cut it up, followed by images of her QC 2013 Best in Show quilt, 
which demonstrated this idea. Wolfe received a standing ovation that brought her to tears. 
“Hopefully all of that brings you joy,” she said.  
An hour after Wolfe’s lecture I heard a woman choking back tears in the busy 
halls on her cell phone say, “We just listened to the best speech.” Another cell 
conversation included, “It’s really good for me to be here.” That night my friend said, “I 
loved that she said if it’s not working just cut it up. She gave permission.” Another 
added, “She told us to think of ourselves as an artist, and that’s from a professionally 
trained artist!” Again, surprising comments coming from such an accomplished group of 
women. The next morning one of my friends stated, “Today I decided I’m going to be on 
my journey, and I could care less where other people are at.”  
Permission-giving transactions, which were a strong contributing factor to the 
collective effervescence and group flow at QC, were found in abundance. The Best in 
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Show quilt by Peter Byrne was titled Starring You. While walking another part of the 
show I overheard, “it’s good to see not everyone’s corners line up, even in a quilt show.” 
At one point a beautiful, stylish older woman wearing a long, expertly crafted, caftan-
type jacket using Kaffe Fassett fabric had strangers congregate around her to discuss her 
garment. After a few minutes she said, “My husband thinks this is a house dress. ‘Are 
you going to wear that in public?’ he said. And I’m going to go home and tell him that 
people were asking to take my picture.” In this example, and many others just like it, 
validation happened around participant clothing discussions. That same night another 
friend said, “I think people who are experimenting with all of this are struck seeing 
someone owning this. It gives them permission.” This reciprocal validation and 
permission happened often through the vehicle of self-labeling through clothing, in 
addition to the language used by participants. 
This sense of female empowerment aligns with Zalewska’s (2018) work on risky 
female adventure. Her argument for fewer limits on how women engage in self-
development and self-expression via risky adventures strongly aligns with mine. 
Although I would not consider traveling to QC to be at the same level of personal bodily 
risk as rock climbing, both focus on female travelers in search of self-work and identity 
within a community. In both cases, findings show that engaging in this idea of “I’m going 
to do this, and I don’t need your permission,” the title of Zalewska’s thesis, develops 
one’s construct and expression of identity. This leads to preparing for future experiences 
by making one brave, capable, and better prepared in society. One of the Modern quilt 
innovators, Denyse Schmidt, said of her work early on, “I’ve made an arena in which to 
grow,” showing that there are varying levels of permission carved out by self, and levels 
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given to others in the MQM, as seen here at QC (Berman, 1998). Zalewska’s community 
was also found to welcome beginners and provide mentors and support, similar to the 
MQM.  
At QC participants gave each other permission, but collectively they validate their 
efforts in making and also the MQM’s position within the quilt world. Most telling was 
journalist Cox’s efforts to capture the elusive feeling of QC. She said, “There’s a 
different feeling of ‘this is our tribe.’ We are this. We made this. We do this” (personal 
communication, June 5, 2020). Joining together in this community by the thousands at an 
annual convention seemed to validate the MQM in bigger ways than connecting online.  
Another Way of Looking at Play 
The permission and validation exhibited at QC is enabled through play. Through 
this lens, play within quiltmaking as a leisure activity contributes to the vibe of QC as 
type of contemporary pilgrimage, a fan convention, and for the types of activities one 
engages in upon arrival. Deterding’s (2017) work on play determines that adults do play, 
as in bowling leagues, bingo, and with Legos, and that these social enclaves allow for 
different social behaviors. Often adults need alibis or excuses to allow us to play. 
Activities that are culturally considered childlike are commonly unacceptable as adults. 
Walsh (2019) also builds on Goffman’s (1971, 1986) work that play is socially 
unacceptable, but that “keying,” or giving transactional social cues that it is permissible 
to transition into play is a gift we give to others through reassurance, fun, exploration, 
and freedom to change rules (p. 5).  
Deterding and Walsh also found that when a group is centered around an object, 
in my case the quilt, social spaces develop levels of privacy and trust more easily, 
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weeding out non-playing observers who threaten play (or permission and validation to 
play). One could argue that a public convention does have non-playing observers, 
potentially in the weekend locals as noted earlier. I would argue that either the feelings of 
communitas at QC override these non-playing observers’ effects on potentially 
diminishing permission and validation through play, or that any effort to enjoy the quilts 
makes every attendee an acceptable participant, regardless of depth of engagement. 
If “art could be called a goal-directed form of play,” the makers attending or 
showing at QC are using art to allow for play, and using play to make art (Dissanayake, 
1988). In the historic quilt world perfectionism is highly valued. Play as defined by overt 
allowance for mistakes, imperfection, and experimentation in quiltmaking contributes to 
Modern quiltmaking’s wide-ranging popularity. During a webinar for the Wisconsin 
Museum of Quilts & Fiber Arts, accomplished home machine quilter and author Jacquie 
Gering said:  
Take perfection out of it all. I truly believe it is the touch of our hands, 
and we are not perfect. All of those little mistakes are what make 
handmade beautiful and special. We are all too hard on ourselves. 
Perfection is the enemy of joy. This is supposed to be joyful and fun. All 
that fear that perfection creates just gets in the way of creativity. (Modern 
Quilting Today, 2020) 
This community has found it necessary to consciously and subconsciously 
allow each other the ability to reject those earlier precepts and still create 
beautiful and worthwhile masterpieces in new and unexpected ways.  
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I will admit that my main drive for stepping out of making so many quilts myself 
and stepping into academia was to discover this invisible connection that I saw women 
pass to each other while they are sewing, about which I became curious. Possibly it’s 
permission to play and experiment, and validation in the methods and quilt movement. 
While interviewing fabric designer Melody Miller, herself a pillar of the MQM as both an 
empowered businesswoman and a successful fabric designer, she said of my academic 
research, “Well it’s nice to have someone, I don’t know, kind of legitimize something 
that we’ve put certainly years of effort into. It’s really incredible” (personal 
communication, September 28, 2020). “The fact of one’s taking pains convinces others 
and oneself that the activity is worth doing. It is reinforcing” (Dissanayake, 1988, pg. 
104). Both she and I were passing this validation back and forth reciprocally. She saw her 
efforts raised to an academic level, and I saw someone value my efforts to do just that. I 
would also argue this symbiotic shared permission and validation happened between 
Wolfe and her large lecture audience, based on everyone’s reactions at its conclusion. 
This reciprocity contributes to the sense of communitas felt at QC. 
The Prevalence of Comparison 
Without prompting attendees, mainly because it had not occurred to me, many people 
wanted to place their experiences at QC in relation to some other. In most cases, the 
existence and contribution of QC seemed most readily compared with what attendees had 
already experienced: other quilt shows. Most notably, QC was often compared to the 
Houston International Quilt Festival or Quilt Week in Paducah.  
From the beginning, Carlton and the MQG set out to create a convention that centered 
around what they wanted to see but were not seeing at other big shows. “Quilt Market 
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and Quilt Festival were not reflective of what we were seeing online and we wanted that 
in person.” She noted that QC is perhaps the only show run by a non-profit, “and you 
don’t feel that at any other quilt show, because it’s not a community organization putting 
up those events. It’s a for-profit company” (personal communication, July 1, 2020). QC’s 
intentionality to be different is carried on today by Cooper and the current MQG team: 
 We want to be the world’s greatest quilt shop all in one spot. Houston 
has the biggest number of traditional quilts and we’re just one little 
portion way down at the end. Their vendor mall is huge, but we want our 
show to be unique in that we don’t allow lotions or soaps or buttons. You 
can find that at other shows. I think Houston is more about ‘come look 
at the quilts’ and we are a meeting of creators. (personal communication, 
April 3, 2020) 
Cooper’s statement regarding QC aiming to be “the world’s greatest quilt shop” is less 
about profit and the commercial transactions and more about the socialization and 
community that happen alongside the shopping for and purchase of quilt supplies. 
Continuing this elaborate event year after year is adding credibility and validation to the 
MQM outside of those who attend as well. If QC wasn’t a legitimate quilt convention, it 
wouldn’t be aligned with other prominent shows in the minds of its attendees. 
When I asked a British attendee what the large quilt show in England, Festival of 
Quilts, is like, he instantly compared it to QC. He said the show is, “maybe the same size 
of QC but with maybe more vendors.” In her quilt tour, Fons stated, “We see the most 
politically charged quilts at QC, not so much at Paducah or Houston.” Harris, of the 
African clothing booth, felt QC has a “much different feel than Houston. This is younger 
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and more laid back.” Soper confirmed, “It’s kind of like taking the traditional quilt show 
and making it specific to Modern quilters, which I think overall tend to skew a little bit 
younger based on what I saw at Paducah versus what I see at QC.” Cooper said, “I have 
been going to Houston for 15 years and I don’t know that I’ve ever walked out of the 
Houston show saying, “I want to go home and sew. All three times I’ve walked out of 
QC and been like, ‘I have to sew.’ I want to go home and cut up all the fabric I just 
bought” (personal communication, April 3, 2020). One young attendee, who bragged that 
she had helped test the toilets in the Houston convention center (so many people flushing 
toilets at the same time was a concern for the engineers), even went so far as to say, “this 
conversation would never happen at Houston.” I interpret this last comment, based on the 
greater context of our conversation, to mean that she did not think two strangers would 
pick up a casual chat so readily at the other show, but that at QC it’s quite common. 
These sentiments feed the idea that Modern is a push back from a traditional foundation 
in quiltmaking and may contribute to the felt but not recorded animosity between the two 
groups initially.  
As mentioned in the above comments and more, the idea of generational differences 
was prevalent. At no point did the MQG or any other group explicitly determine that the 
MQM would only be for younger quiltmakers. Carlton recently stated, “It’s an aesthetic, 
not an age” (2018). However, it is my theory that because they presented themselves as 
pushing away from a set of established techniques and styles, and because most 
influencers, both early on and still today, were and are in the first half of their lives, the 
idea of a “youthquake” became a determining factor of the movement (Cox, 2013). 
Marianne Fons also remembers feeling that QC was initially made up of younger 
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quiltmakers, a phenomenon that excited her for the future of the quilt world (personal 
communication, May 15, 2020). Fielke, an Australian quilt designer and instructor saw 
the “same resurgence in younger people quilting” at around the same time (May, 2014, p. 
212).  
When asked what they thought of QC, attendees echoed the association between 
MQM and younger quiltmakers by making statements like, “We don’t have a Modern 
show where I live. It’s cool to go to an all-Modern show with a younger vibe,” and 
“there’s younger people than you’ll see at a regular quilt show.” Cox summed up the 
show comparison best, referring to her first experience in 2013:  
To go to QuiltCon after going a million times to the big show in Paducah 
and the big show in Houston and to literally not be run over by a scooter! 
I mean it was just so different. At Paducah there are not really any quilts 
that I would call “Modern.” Houston is more of an everyday show, the 
best of everything. At QuiltCon you’re going to see extraordinary articles 
and wonderful Modern clothes, so it’s everything Modern, but by not 
being everything, there’s something to that clarity. (personal 
communication, June 5, 2020) 
Although I have not been to any of the other shows mentioned here, my friends 
and I were surprised to see that the majority of QC attendees appeared to be of retirement 
age, but booth employees and teachers were often middle age and younger. At the end I 
asked the coat check volunteers if they thought this year’s QC attendees were older than 
in past years. They thought we’re all just aging along with it, but a representative in the 
Quilt Alliance booth felt like this year was definitely older. No one seems to agree on 
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what the age of Modern participants actually is at this point, although everyone does want 
to discuss it. I have come to the professional conclusion that age is a number most 
applicable to the life of the movement, not on its participants. The movement is now 
about 25 years old. The MQG is 11 years old, and QC itself is seven.  
Fangirls and Fandom Abound 
Fan studies not only attends to the mere act of being a fan of something. It studies 
collective efforts by fans to form interpretive communities through group play (Gray, 
2007). Not only did expected fan experiences that build group values transpire at QC, but 
objects became symbols of celebrity, creating new and continuing “cultural currency” 
(Gray, 2007). Contrary to Bourdieu’s (1977 and 1984) class theories on taste and the 
“pure gaze,” being a fan and collecting commodities of this culture were widely dispersed 
across gender, and visible economic and age factors (Peterson, 2011). These “omnivores” 
tend to “like and actively consume a much broader range of both popular and high 
entertainments in cultural consumption” (Holt, 1998, p. 19). Seeing others engage in play 
and fan experiences outside of normative behavior gave permission to join and fed the 
communitas experienced by many. Moreover, newly discovered fan objects at QC, which 
will be discussed in this section, serve what Brooker describes as a feeling of shared 
purpose and communion during pilgrimage (Gray, 2007a). This in-person manifestation 
allowed the producers and consumers to mingle in a non-virtual way, thus creating “a 
new architecture of participation” (O’Reilly, 2005).  
The quilt world allows for women to be both celebrities and fans, and QC was no 
different. Typical fan convention experiences occurred. During introductions before one 
class, an attendee proudly announced her name and then added, “this is the fourth time 
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I’ve heard you!” One participant told me in rushing words about her experience in Sarah 
Sharp’s paper-piecing design class. “I told Sarah Sharp, ‘Sorry I totally fangirl 
overgrammed you in my stories just now.’ She was so nice!” In the Q&A after Wolfe’s 
lecture, one woman announced to everyone before asking her question, “I even got my 
husband to use the term ‘made fabric’ because of you.” One of the groups I mentioned 
earlier stated they enjoyed QC 2019 in Nashville because it was more fan oriented, with a 
discussion panel of famous fabric designers. Before the lecture Wolfe announced she 
wanted to take a selfie with the enormous crowd and then did, contributing to the self-
labeling and validation that occurs online during and after the event when these types of 
images are posted to social media.  
My own friends had plenty of fan moments themselves. Of Wolfe’s standing ovation, 
one said, “It was a miracle that I could get away and come to QC. The standing ovation 
was the only thing we could give back.” She later stated, “I feel such joy purchasing from 
her [another vendor].” Often before and after classes fan moments could naturally occur. 
A friend wore a blouse she had sewn using Carolyn Friedlander’s fabric to her class, and 
when Friedlander said, “nice blouse,” my friend instantly blurted, “I made it for you.” 
Another time one said, “I turned the corner at Lucky Spool [a publishing company’s 
booth] and there was Jacquie Gering right there, like one of us!” Her welcoming presence 
giving permission to engage in celebrity lives as well as to quilt on a domestic machine in 
the way Gering teaches. One friend entertained us over breakfast by recounting that the 
previous night, “I dreamt I showed Carolyn Friedlander my quilt top [that was prepared 
beforehand for a class], and when I opened it up it was all juvenile farm fabric, and she 
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was still so gracious.” There is a celebrity entertainment factor and a role model status for 
these “experts” and “influencers.” 
        
Figure 7.1 An autographed label by Carolyn Friedlander (left) &  
Figure 7.2 A fan moment with Melody Miller (right) 
Even industry leaders from the Big Bang decade are revered by those who know who 
they are. Cooper said, “You immediately see people actually tearing up, because you’re 
like, ‘Oh my gosh these are the people who revived quilting from just being what people 
think of as your grandma’s hobby to this’ ” (personal communication, April 3, 2020). I 
had similar experiences myself. These fan interactions contributed to the heightened, 
spontaneous communitas of the event in unexpected tears of excitement. As Turner 
himself said of true communitas, “It has something magical about it” (Turner & Turner, 
1978, p. 251).  
Not only are these celebrities held up for their creative endeavors, they are also 
admired for their entrepreneurial successes. Once a friend said, “I thanked Melody Miller 
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for what she’s done for the industry.” I had very similar feelings, precipitating my 
interview with her for this project. I asked Miller about fan experiences. She has had 
plenty, having attended all but one QC as a vendor. She said often people don’t know 
what to say once they get in front of you. “They’re so excited to meet you, and there is 
very little plan of what comes next,” she said. She feels honored but obligated to make 
sure people enjoy their minutes with her, and still cannot get over the fact that she is 
asked to sign quilt blocks and clothing. She said she only gets that kind of treatment at 
QC and nowhere else. Her father is so proud of her that he initiates fan moments by 
asking people in everyday life if they know who Melody Miller is. Once her friend 
overheard other mothers point out “Melody Miller’s daughter!” at the public pool 
(personal communication, September 28, 2020). 
Not everyone has the same peak fan experience at QC. There are varying levels of 
insider knowledge and celebrity recognition. During our interview, I brought up a story 
that happened in Miller’s booth. A young mother with a stroller was trying to take a 
picture of a quilt hanging on the back wall of the booth (see Figure 7.3). She asked Miller 
to step aside so she could get the photo, oblivious to the fact that Miller was the designer 
and businesswoman who created first Cotton + Steel and now the Ruby Star Society 
fabrics in that quilt. My friend who was with me at the time wanted to stop the mom and 
ask, “Do you understand what that person has done?” Miller said they get plenty of 
people who know who they are, and just as many people who don’t understand their 
business model, like the young stroller mom. Some are attracted to the busy energy of 
their booth and ask, “What’s this all about? What’s going on here?” as if the designers 
need to explain and justify themselves. They are happy to take turns talking about their 
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Figure 7.3 The Ruby Star Society booth (left) & Figure 7.4 A make-and-take from their booth (right) 
company. Since they do not teach classes, QC is the only in-person space to meet their 
end consumers and they look forward to it all year. The variety of celebrity status is vast 
and considered generally unimportant to those with the greatest following, as evidenced 
here and by extensive interviews conducted in my project for The Henry Ford Museum.  
Celebrity Humility 
Although no singular observation can be a blanket statement regarding all influencers 
in any movement, my research experience revealed enormous humility in nearly every 
teacher, author, designer, and blogger I spoke to either formally or informally. They 
always insisted that they are regular people doing what they love and expressed 
astonishment at receiving such attention. For my own fan experiences, I took personal 
copies of Why We Quilt (Knauer, 2019) and Quilted (Vangool, 2019) to have people sign 
their essays in these anthologies. Nearly everyone was extremely flattered, could not 
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remember what page their essay was on, or said they had never been asked for an 
autograph. This humility from the top down feeds the populist, inclusionary ethos of the 
MQM as a whole, not just examples at QC. 
This outlook contributes to communitas as well, as humility or the subduing of one’s 
ego and joining in the greater good are integral to communitas in the liminal or transition 
phase of the pilgrim’s journey (Turner, 2012, p. 169). While some of the most popular 
celebrities at QC are holding a different space than the attendee pilgrims, many of them 
were recently in the pilgrim role as influencers and trends develop rapidly in this 
movement. Perhaps this humility, combined with the familiarity induced by social media, 
propelled my friends to begin referring to celebrities by their first names only as the days 
went on. Victoria. Alison. Jacquie. 
Pop Culture Was There, Too 
Fandom was also represented at QC outside of face-to-face fan experiences. There 
were examples of classic inside jokes and references enjoyed by in-group membership. 
Some makers used their quilts to show influence and admiration within the Modern quilt 
world. One artist statement read, “This is my quilt song to Libs,” referring to Libs Elliott, 
a Canadian Modern quiltmaker and fabric designer who is a very recognizable presence. 
Some referenced the popular 100-Day Project trend (making one block a day to journal 
your life), or various fabric designers like Kaffe Fassett and Tula Pink. Quilts featured 
video game references (King Koopa from Super Mario Brothers), popular song lyrics, TV 
shows, doodles, street art, even a cassette tape player (see Figure 7.6). The history of 
these references going in and out of trend speaks to seniority of those who have been in 
the movement long enough to know about many of them. QC provides a “liminal world 
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where the ideal is felt to be real” and celebrated objects in the near past and present are 
viewed and interacted with as an “archaeology or anthropology of experience” (Turner & 
Turner, 1978). Online or virtual fan objects can be played with and engaged with in real 
life. Once pilgrims find others like them, or “their people,” to share in these objects of 
fandom, the collective engagement with them becomes “an act of communitas, inspired 
fellowship” which binds the community even deeper (Turner, 212, p. xi). 
      
Figure 7.5 The Hey Girl shirt (left) & Figure 7.6 We Got the Beat, by Lysa Flower (right) 
Perhaps my favorite moment, which I sadly missed but was relayed to me by a Sew 
Night friend was the Hey Girl lady (see Figure 7.5). Very early on in the MQM and for 
some unknown reason, actor Ryan Gosling was adopted as the sweatpants-wearing, 
crafting permission giver for women everywhere. As Internet memes were getting started 
in the early 2000s, Pinterest boards were created full of images of Gosling’s smolder with 
text underneath like, “Hey Girl. Of course I don’t mind folding and organizing all of your 
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fabric. And when I’m all done - let’s go shopping for more,” and “Hey Girl. Don’t stress 
about me stepping on that pin. It’s my fault for walking barefoot in the dining room.” 
Although wildly popular outside of the quilt world, they were also known within it. I 
hadn’t heard anyone mention Hey Girl in the last few years, but when a woman at QC 
wearing a button-down shirt she had sewn using specially printed fabric with small 
Gosling faces all over it spilled dozens of small buttons with the same Gosling graphic 
near those who knew what it was all about, everyone frantically scooped them up as if 
they were actual cash.  
Three Celebrity Surprises 
The Newborn Celebrity 
Three fan studies themes surprised me at QC. The first is the newborn celebrity. The 
value within the MQM of supporting small businesses elevates popularity. While 
showing each other our purchases strewn all over the living room floor of our Airbnb, 
one friend said, “I want to be a representative of some of these things and tell everyone 
how great this stuff is!” New discoveries at the vendor booths made them want to support 
those products and businesses more.  
Because the MQM is relatively new and fast-moving, new celebrities are solidified at 
the convention. Sometimes this would occur when one person recognized another from 
Instagram. Cooper recounted, “They’d tell me who they were, and they’d be like, ‘I 
follow you on Instagram.’ And I’m thinking ‘OK, I have no idea who you are,’ and then I 
see their handle [on their name badge] and say, ‘Oh, you do really great work!’ ” 
(personal communication, April 3, 2020). She felt like Instagram makes everyone minor 
celebrities and when people can meet someone and see their work in person, it adds to 
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their credibility, something the MQG is happy to support. This elevates interest from 
online browsing to in-person relationships, a human aspect that doesn’t seem to be 
diminishing despite the MQM’s heavy cyber presence.  
      
Figure 7.7 Starring You, by Peter Byrne (left) &  
Figure 7.8 The We Love Pantera bag from my Sew Night friend 
A most notable new celebrity was Peter Byrne, the Best in Show winner for Starring 
You (see Figure 7.7). Peter is a relatively new quiltmaker, and this thread-heavy piece 
was incredibly done on his domestic machine. Throughout my frequent walks in and out 
of the show floor, only once did I not see Byrne standing in front of his winning quilt 
visiting excitedly with three to 23 admirers. He would recount his inspiration, 
construction, and general thrill of winning for hours at a time, standing as a visible 
embodiment of collective effervescence. After a few days he was passing out business 
cards. It was confirmed by both executive directors of the MQG that this has never 
happened before. “He was just that excited. He’s the kind of person that, I guess in some 
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ways, it was fun that he won because he literally was that excited,” said Cooper (personal 
communication, April 3, 2020). In many ways this constant feedback by other attendees 
gave this new maker validation to keep making. 
Important to my friends was the discovery of Pantera Saint-Montaigne of Brooklyn 
Mojo. She became our own new celebrity and friend. Saint-Montaigne hand prints unique 
graphic designs on solid fabric and had a vendor booth. She also taught her methods in 
classes upstairs. My friends instantly became friends with her through their admiration 
for her work and business plan. Over the convention days, we made repeated purchases 
from her. She brought small samples just for our group, and one member even 
embroidered a loving thank you on a canvas bag to present to Saint-Montaigne by the end 
(see Figure 7.8). The relationship continued after QC. When the pandemic hit and Saint-
Montaigne was isolated experiencing the trauma of COVID-19 in New York City in 
March and April of 2020, we gathered gifts and handmade items to mail to her in a care 
package. Through these examples and many more, the vibe of QC includes enveloping 
the average maker and elevating her or him to a higher, micro-celebrity status. 
Celebrities as Fans 
Another surprising theme in fan studies, contributing to the frequent humility I saw, 
was the celebrity having their own fan moments as a kind of reverse fan experience. 
When describing experiences with the people who use their fabrics, Watts and Miller 
both elevated these people through their language and admiration. Miller said, “Instagram 
is good, but in-person is better” (personal communication, September 28, 2020). While 
leading the quilt tour, Fons said, “I love the show because you see people. You see your 
friends. Eek! Amy Ellis!” Her exclamation was her own fan-girl moment. Cooper also 
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participated in this phenomenon by stating she loves to see people she’s only admired 
from a-far. “As a quilter, to be able to meet people like Marianne Fons. Fons & Porter 
taught me to quilt!” (personal communication, April 3, 2020). Celebrity at QC and in the 
MQM is another symbiotic relationship, this one made up of long-term and brand new 
experiences. Although celebrities have a different status, they move in and out of this 
status in their humility and fan moments.  
Objects as Celebrity 
Thirdly, objects became celebrities themselves, elevated beyond texts that fans merely 
read. These “secular relics” were often items of clothing and accessories, but some 
specific quilts garnered additional attention (Dudley, 2009, p. 145). The I Heart Lizzo 
quilt by Allison Chambers was possibly the most photographed quilt in the show (see 
Figure 7.10). In a timed five-minute observation, 90% of all traffic that walked by it 
stopped and took a photograph. This large cream-background quilt read, “100% THAT 
BITCH” in pieced, cross-stitched letters. Lizzo is a popular singer/songwriter who uses 
her plus-size body positivity to promote female confidence. This sentiment clearly 
resonated with many QC attendees. 
Apparel items that became celebrity symbols were Wolfe’s buttons that read, “Let’s 
Play” (will they run out before I get one?), making a needle minder at the Ruby Star 
Society booth, and one attendee’s custom-made Rocket Buster boots, displaying her quilt 
pattern, Chain Reaction (see Figure 7.9). Most seen, aside from the previously mentioned 
coral QC canvas bag, were the QC socks. MQG members contribute to the Quilt of the 
Month free pattern program and staff then choose a few to be on socks for QC. Malka 
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Figure 7.9 Custom Rocket Buster boots (left) & Figure 7.10 100% That Bitch, by Allison Chambers (right) 
Dubrawsky, a quilt artist and teacher this year announced to her class before beginning 
that she was so excited and amazed that her quilt was chosen to be put on the socks. “It’s 
all I thought about yesterday. It’s the highlight of my year.” Dubrawsky is well known 
and loved, with unique quilt designs using her hand-dyed fabrics. It was surprising that 
after all of her commercial success, socks with her quilt on them would mean so much to 
her. The socks were worn by attendees in the coming days an unknown amount as they 
were more often covered up by pant legs. I mainly spotted them on seated attendees when 
the pant leg rose. However, some attendees pulled them up over their pant legs to show 
they were wearing them.  
Weber (1978) and Warner et al (1949) argue for a necessary segregation of status 
within societies based on economic and lifestyle groupings. Further, they argue that 
consumer goods and activities within these classes are meaningless and secondary. My 
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findings on QC fandom disagree. The goods these fans purchase, use, and create are 
anything but ancillary. They are a vital piece of the Modern quiltmaking community. 
These material culture objects become secular relics at QC and apply to everyone who 
wants to join regardless of economic or societal standing, again, a strong value of 
inclusion within the MQM. This community’s cultural artifacts, like pop culture 
references and Chambers’ cross stitch quilt, support an alternative set of core values from 
traditional quiltmaking (Martin & Siehl, 1983). They contribute to the essential make up 
of this counter-culture and define who is in and who is out. 
It is more applicable to use Fox’s (1987) levels of engagement in counter-culture if 
divisions need to be categorized at QC: hardcore, softcore, and observers, rather than 
socioeconomic indicators. Aspects of Bourdieu (1977 and 1984) do apply, as these 
participants classify their universe based on desire for consecrated objects (texts like 
Modern quilts) and disdain toward or dismissal of objects that are not valued in the field 
(traditional quilts). “Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier,” as fan symbols 
contribute to life in the round (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6). Bourdieu also defines cultural texts 
as those that realistically capture personal experiences and corporeal pleasures, two 
phenomena that occur constantly through fan interactions at QC (Holt, 1998, p. 8).  
The variety of online celebrity activity played out at QC, combined with humility and 
awe, is distinct in this end of the quilt pool. The transactional reciprocity of fan-celebrity 
interactions, as well as the presence of celebrity objects both planned and unplanned, 
contribute to the organic and heightened communitas produced at QC and compels 
further study.  
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Examining what this particular case of communitas produced reveals significant 
contributions to contemporary feminism. QC communitas validates the MQM ethos both 
for the individual and for the movement. It also empowers attendees to have permission 
to continue making quilts in their specific, limitless way. Play, as an important theme in 
the MQM, is also enacted as a group at the convention. Common among other art 
movements, comparison is used by attendees to understand how this category differs 
from other styles and eras of quiltmaking and to validate its existence. Fandom, humility, 




CHAPTER 8 CONCLUSION: THE QUILTCON GENERATION 
 
The final research question left to discuss is what role QC plays in cementing the 
identity and core values of Modern quiltmakers and the MQM. As various answers have 
been given in this research, it is valuable to discuss how the organization of the MQG set 
out to unify core values from the beginning and how they continue to deliberately do so 
today. While setting out to make a convention that filled a gap, I would argue that QC 
actually plays a much bigger part in the MQM than was originally intended. It has 
become the iconic symbol of what I earlier described as the MQM’s four-part ethos 
(person, style, approach, and community). 
Based on my field work and expert interviews, I would argue that in unconsidered 
ways QC saved the cohesiveness of the MQM at a fragile time and gave the movement 
validation within the quilt world as well. This recurring ritual site with its tourist 
pilgrims’ heightened communitas and ritual symbols consolidates the different online 
spaces and styles of Modern quiltmaking into one physical enactment open to anyone. 
Experiencing QC in 2020 demonstrated its continued importance in cementing and 
validating the MQM within the quilt world. As the Modern quiltmaking debate has raged 
online and in local guilds, QC gives the MQM a physical, populist space to enact the 
Modern ethos and rise above the opinionated noise. 
Multiple people who have been involved in the greater quilt world in the past 30 
to 50 years give high marks for the MQG’s QC in revitalizing quiltmaking and being 
thoughtful about how they do it. Mary Fons said at QC 2020, “The 21st century is 
complicated [for quiltmakers]. We look at concerns like the environment. It’s cost-
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prohibitive. Inclusion is a factor. [The MQG] do a great job navigating and I want to give 
them credit.” Journalist Cox continued:  
The first actual QuiltCon was just a huge leap into, ‘Oh my, we are a 
thing. We are substantial.’ QuiltCon was really putting them on the map. 
Because not only did [the MQG] do it, they really carried it off with 
panache. They really did make a splash and I give them high marks for 
that. (personal communication, June 5, 2020). 
Quilt history continues to be made today. Marti Michell is one of the most 
influential women of the quilt revival period. In 1972 Michell became possibly the first 
wholesaler of quilt-related notions and supplies of the Big Bang era, called Yours Truly, 
Inc. She also began the still-essential Schoolhouse event at Quilt Market in 1979, a one-
day lecture series where manufacturers announce their exciting new wares at Market each 
year. I had the opportunity to speak to her in 2020 via Zoom on a different topic. 
Towards the end she brought up Modern quiltmaking today. She said that about 10 years 
ago, she and her husband kept seeing Real Simple Magazine at the grocery store, and she 
was concerned that this popular magazine would “kill” quiltmaking because they were 
“promoting getting rid of clutter.” After a pause she said, “The QuiltCon generation 
saved it” (personal communication, July 21, 2020) This is a significant statement coming 
from a vital person in American quiltmaking. Not only does Michell see participants in 
the MQM as continuing the legacy that she cares so much about, she dubbed them “the 
QuiltCon generation.” 
Marianne Fons, another pillar of the quilt revival era, was also concerned in the 
mid-2000s about the future of the quilt world. While intentionally trying her own ways to 
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keep quiltmaking in the public’s eye, she heard about the rise in Modern quiltmaking. 
Her reaction was, “You mean to tell me there’s a movement? This is the greatest news I 
haven’t heard!” As an entrepreneur herself, she sees her generation’s efforts reflected in 
today’s QuiltCon generation and fully supports it. She enjoys attending QC because of 
the same indescribable vibe everyone mentions, what I have aligned with as a sense of 
communitas (personal communication, May 15, 2020). 
QuiltCon as Icon 
This is not the first time that the entire MQM has been nicknamed something 
attached to QC, despite the fact that not everyone who participates in the MQM has 
attended or is a member of the MQG. Cooper reports that when attending Quilt Market 
now with other MQG employees they are told, “You guys are QC,” as in, “here comes 
QC” (personal communication, April 3, 2020). Mary Fons often referred to this particular 
group of contemporary quiltmakers as “the Moderns” in her QC 2020 lectures. Sandra 
Sider, a successful art quiltmaker, author, and the curator of the Texas Quilt Museum 
called them “MQG people with their special aesthetic” in a recent webinar. It is clear that 
those within the larger quilt world view this movement as a significant community with 
its own identity, one firmly attached to QC.  
Even as recently as the virtual QC Together 2021, Ralph James, son of Robert and 
Ardis James, announced in the closing ceremony that his foundation would work with the 
International Quilt Museum and the MQG to develop a perpetual Modern quilt collection, 
using quilts from QC as the starting point. He showed his enthusiastic support for 
establishing a collection of these types of art works by stating that in his many years in 
the quilt world, there has been nothing like the phenomenon of the MQM. “It’s the 
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largest, fastest growing movement” he has ever witnessed, and “it is critical that this 
work be preserved, studied, exhibited, internalized and enjoyed by everyone.” 
QuiltCon’s Original Purpose 
 Even though QC has grown to be an iconic, consolidating event for the MQM, it 
wasn’t always that way. “I always say the MQG started because we were its own 
members, and QuiltCon started because we were its own attendees. We said, ‘Let's make 
the quilting events we dream exist’ ” (personal communication, July 1, 2020). So spoke 
MQG co-founder Carlton in my after-QC interview with her about starting and 
continuing the event. Carlton said they were fueled by the new identity that came along 
with the rapidly growing MQM online. Again, this gave them the evidence and 
permission they needed to attempt a new quilt show specifically for those who enjoyed 
the MQM ethos. They thought, “We’re not trying to speculate about what this population 
might enjoy. We knew the audience was there because we were in that audience. We 
filled an existing need that we could feel personally and communally” (personal 
communication, July 1, 2020). Incidentally, Marianne Fons also used this phrasing to 
describe her quilt revival generation’s approach to starting Fons & Porter, Yours Truly, 
and the International Quilt Festival (personal communication, May 15, 2020). 
Although Carlton stepped down as executive director of the MQG in 2019, she 
hopes that QC never “gets done with or disappears.” She feels strongly that the show 
stays as Modern as it is. She considers Modern to be a quilting spectrum, and hopes 
guilds continue to welcome everyone at any point on that spectrum. However, she hopes 
that QC continues to “really pinpoint the Modern quilt” (personal communication, July 1, 
2020).   
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With Cooper at the helm now, she hopes that QC “continues to be a ground 
breaker of what quilting can be.” She sees an evolution of Modern design over the past 
10 years of the MQG’s efforts and hopes the aesthetic continues to evolve. Her focus is 
not just on the physicality of the Modern aesthetic. “It’s a Modern attitude. We’re trying 
very much to be more welcoming and diverse. Our primary attendance [at QC] is middle-
aged white women. We’re not proud of that. It just is. We want to make sure to continue 
to honor all the cultures that contribute to art and contribute to quilting.” She also hopes 
the MQG can, through various channels including QC, promote quiltmaking as an 
artform (personal communication, April 3, 2020). 
Quilt World Tensions 
In order to understand QC’s influence, one must take a brief step back. From the 
beginning of the MQG’s establishment, leaders sought to do two things through their 
website and organization: to create a space where participants of the emerging MQM 
could gather, and to define the Modern aesthetic. There was no precedent for the self-
labeling and definition of quilt movements when they first began. Typically this has been 
left to future historians and scholars long past the phenomenon. There was also no 
precedent for how to handle the new paths of dispersal in this fast-paced Internet 
generation (Ford, 2014; Gauntlett, 2018; Parry, 2010). As blogger Hutchinson put it, 
“Modern quilting and the Internet are in love” (May, 2014, p. 189). Blogs were being 
created. Some new quilt designs were emerging and some traditional designs were being 
used and considered new. Copyright infringement was and still is heavily debated. Fabric 
designs and designers were finding their way to the huge popularity they now enjoy. All 
the while many new people were discovering quiltmaking for the first time.  
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As a result, two things happened. First, some in the established quilt world began 
to feel antagonism towards this new generation who were perceived to be acting as if 
quiltmaking had just been born in a vacuum by throwing out traditional methods and 
aesthetics (Reizman, 2018). One QC attendee called this “institutional memory loss.” 
Michell’s more diplomatic input is that for each individual, “one’s quilting history begins 
when they start quilting” (personal communication, July 21, 2020). Thomas Knauer 
(2017) laments the way modern versus traditional has created “baggage of generational 
conflict” on “opposing sides rather than participants in a continuum.” Of this tension, 
journalist Cox said: 
For all of the pushback I got from people saying, ‘They're acting like they 
invented quilting,’ and their ignorance of history is annoying and all of 
that stuff, they were something different. They had a different energy. 
They were able to carve out this sense that they had a look, they had a 
style, they had an energy and then people could play with that and they 
did. (personal communication, June 5, 2020) 
Hopefully as quiltmakers continue to develop their quilt identity they expand 
their understanding of the quilt spectrum and timeline. 
Second, the wide variety of people engaging in the MQM did not agree on the 
narrow definition of the Modern aesthetic initially put forward by the MQG. The 
combination of these undercurrents, as well as the approach to quiltmaking that Modern 






Data from 2020 showed however that this convention isn’t primarily for the 
MQG’s tight definition of the Modern aesthetic. There is a significant broadening both in 
the MQM and the larger quilt world reflected and enacted at QC today. The MQG 
believes in promoting and supporting all aspects of the greater Modern ethos, including 
the feelings and the greater variety of styles and interests included in the MQM. Lectures 
and classes covered a significant variety of popular and emerging trends in the MQM, led 
by people with both large and small online followings. Quiltmaker and blogger Soper 
said, “I think they are working hard to bring new instructors and evolve” (personal 
communication, August 14, 2020). The choice of instructors shows a continuing 
evolution of greater inclusion and the democratization of the quilt world. Cooper said, “I 
mean, I’ve been quilting for almost 20 years, but I know I can learn from somebody who 
just started quilting a year ago” (personal communication, April 3, 2020).  
QC is now for anyone who wants to participate in the ethos of the MQM, regardless 
of the various definitions of Modern quiltmaking out there or to what degree each 
individual makes Modern. The ongoing popularity of the Ruby Star Society is a good 
example of this (see Figure 7.3). These designers are claimed by the Modern movement. 
Very little of their print fabric ends up being used by artists in the juried quilt show 
designed to reflect the MQG’s definition of Modern, and yet their booth was full of fans 
most of the time. This shows the varying levels of interest and engagement with the 
MQM that QC provides. 
The movement is maturing. The juried show did have definitive and repeated design 
elements, but there was a wider variety of piecing being explored. Several people noted 
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to me that quilts in the show this year were more show quilts and less utilitarian, which 
was an original hallmark of the MQM. This was also seen in my survey for The Henry 
Ford Museum. Many of those respondents feel like many of the Moderns are moving 
toward display or show quilts and away from the initial utility. Beginners are developing 
a more advanced proficiency in construction as their decades in the quilt world 
compound. Modern is widening to include more traditional techniques, such as hand 
work and hand-dyed fabric, as the movement ages and participants become more adept in 
their skills. Political, feminist, and social justice themes have a place in Modern and 
could continue to increase here as discussions around these issues increase in the lives of 
everyday makers. Initiation of new quiltmakers as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
are also developing. 
Conclusion 
Vagle wrote, “At some point the researcher stops, momentarily. And so my 
momentary stop resides here. Not because I am fully satisfied; rather, I stop because I 
think I have said something” (Vagle, 2009, p. 603). I, too, pause to reflect on what has 
been discussed here regarding the effect of QC and its contribution to quilt history, 
women’s studies and fan studies. At QC this year, one participant said to me rather 
negatively, “You can tell the MQG can’t define what Modern is because Best in Show is 
so different every year.” I believe this statement actually exemplifies the positive 
contribution QC makes to the MQM and the quilt world. In being flexible and allowing 
for changing aesthetics and trends, QC, which was once merely an in-person 
manifestation of an erupting online community, has become its own entity complete with 
its own evolving personality and forms of peak experiences.  
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Findings of this research delineate the kinds of people who attend QC and what 
types of experiences and encounters they expect at the convention. Attendees become 
tourist pilgrims who can be divided into two groups: the larger group of main attendees 
and the important but smaller set of weekend locals. A pilgrimage to this iconic event, 
often seen as the girlfriend getaway, can be a safe place for the exploration and curiosity 
with which today’s quiltmakers challenge themselves. Direct education from teachers, 
vendors, and each other, as well as purchases of newly-released tools and symbols of 
Modern quiltmaking, are heavily anticipated as part of this peak experience. Feminist 
actions at QC include the congregating of large numbers of women who self-label and 
enjoy predominantly female fan experiences, as well as the public display of their 
personal industry and strong support of small businesses.  
Various significant needs are met at QC for this subset of quiltmakers who attend 
and for the greater community of Modern quiltmakers. Assorted levels of engagement 
within the populist-driven MQM are on display through the oft-seen comfortable clothing 
worn by attendees. In addition, some unique stand out items constructed prior to the event 
are worn at the convention, both as dramatic one-of-a-kind items as self-performance, 
and also as slight variances from everyday items of clothing made special. Through 
classes, lectures, and interactions with each other, QC gives members of this community 
permission to experiment and play as its members escape from and process life’s 
difficulties. It also significantly contributes to validation of this multi-spatial international 
community. Some of these triggers are planned by the MQG and some occur 
spontaneously, co-created by celebrities and attendees alike. The juried portion of the 
quilt show creates a visual example of the MQM ethos by demonstrating the values of 
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play, experimentation, and everyday tensions through their designs and artist statements. 
Celebrity moments engage these fans with popular influencers within the movement, but 
also allows for new micro-celebrities or celebrity objects to be born during the event. 
All of this creates the shared high energy of communitas experienced in this 
transitional or liminal phase of pilgrimage, also referred to here as collective 
effervescence or group flow. This type of communitas revitalizes attendees, cements 
identity and membership, and dominates the QC experience. Members, through their 
interactions with fellow pilgrims and the sacred objects at this site, return home 
transformed in various ways to continue as devotees of this worldwide community 
creating Modern quilts. 
QC plays a central role in cementing the identity and core values of Modern 
quiltmakers and the MQM. This event was originally designed to be an in-person 
gathering place of an emerging online community where their special symbols could be 
seen and purchased. QC today has grown to become the iconic location of pilgrimage for 
those who identify as Modern quiltmakers and those who are curious about any part of 
what I earlier described as the MQM’s four-part ethos (person, style, approach, and 
community). Several notable people in the larger quilt world have added their support to 
the MQG and QC, giving validation to a movement steeped in permission and validation. 
The broadening and democratization of QC also softens quilt world tensions surrounding 
definitions and the MQM’s place on the timeline of quilt history. 
As witnessed here, other fields of study that can be attached to quiltmaking and 
more fully explored include feminism, tourism, anthropology, consumerism and 
entrepreneurship, coolness, fashion, fan studies, and counter-culturalism. The 
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combination of these fields makes QC the perfect place to study the way contemporary 
quilts as material culture reflect the “background of our daily experience” (Nicholas, 
2019).  
QC is a convention presented by the MQG, but not entirely defined by it anymore. 
The sense that such a broad sociological theme covering so many miles, styles, and 
backgrounds cannot be contained or defined by gatekeepers only contributes to its place 
within the egalitarian MQM. I hope to see more evidence of this at future QCs and in the 
online reactions to QC throughout the evolution of Modern quiltmaking. The icon of QC 
can continue to stretch to include all ages, nationalities, and political sides as the MQG 
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APPENDIX B THESIS TIMELINE 
 
June – Sept, 2019 – Research & Literature Review composed 
October 12, 2019 – Defend thesis proposal 
November 2019 – Submit IRB paperwork 
November 2019 - February 2020 – Continue researching framework & prep for QC 
 Reading material on feminism, feminist ethnography, quilt culture, fan studies 
 Arrange permissions from MQG board for QC access 
 Gather materials for field work (video/photo/transcripts, laptop, notebook, etc.) 
Feb 19-22, 2020 – Receive IRB permissions, field work at QC 
Mar - Oct 2020 – formal expert interviews, analysis of field work  
Sept 2020 - Jan 2021 – rough drafts with Claire 
Jan/Feb 2021 – rough drafts with Committee 
Mar 2021 – defense of final thesis 









APPENDIX C  THESIS EXPERT INTERVIEWEES 
 
• Alissa Haight Carlton: Co-founder of the MQG and previous executive director 
until 2019. Carlton is still a contributor to the MQG and attended QC 2020. 
• Karen Cooper: With a background in academia and non-profit leadership, Cooper 
became the second and current executive director of the MQG. This was her first 
QC in a leadership role. She had attended previously as a participant. 
• Kim Smith Soper: A popular blogger and amateur observer of the MQM, Soper’s 
quilts reflect contemporary societal issues that impact quiltmaking. Her quilts 
have been shown and won ribbons at past QCs. 
• Melody Miller: A successful fabric designer and businesswoman, the leader of 
first the Cotton + Steel label and currently the Ruby Star Society design 
collective. Miller has attended all QCs in a vendor capacity, except for the first. 
• Meg Cox: A retired Wall Street Journal writer who is known for covering aspects 
of the MQM, Cox now works on the staff of Quiltfolk magazine, a major 
contributor of capturing 21st century quiltmaking in America, state by state. 
• Marianne Fons: A foundational member of the origin group of the Big Bang 
decade, integral in the quilt revival at the end of the last century. She is an author 
and former co-host of Fons and Porter’s Love of Quilting, a significant quilt 
television show that airs on PBS stations nationwide. Fons has also attended 
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QuiltCon is the only worldwide juried competitive 
show for modern quilters.
(QWULHVRSHQ-XO\7KHGHDGOLQHIRUHQWULHV
LV1RYHPEHU<RXPXVWEHDPHPEHURI
the Modern Quilt Guild to enter your quilt into the 
competition.












American Patchwork & Quilting
• )DEULF&KDOOHQJHLQSUL]HVsponsorship 
available, contact Amanda Hines
• *URXS%HH4XLOWVLQSUL]HVsponsorship 









available, contact Amanda Hines
• 8VHRI1HJDWLYH6SDFHLQSUL]HVVSRQVRUHG
by Coats & Clark
• 3LHFLQJLQSUL]HVVSRQVRUHGE\$XULÀO
• 0RGHUQ7UDGLWLRQDOLVP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FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 21
SCHEDULE
Early 7:30 a.m. Morning 9:00 a.m. Afternoon 2:00 p.m. (YHQLQJSP
LecturesVHHVFKHGXOHRQSDJHV
SWAP & HAPPY3




Exhibit Tour Quilt Show & VendorsFKHFNRQOLQHLQODWHIRUOLVW
YOGAFRI 
Yoga
DES103 EQ8 for Beginners
Cheryl Brickey
DES212 Serendipity Blocks in EQ8
Cheryl Brickey






DES102 Alt Grid Design
Amy Friend








DES006 Designing Modern Quilts
Heather Black
DES203 Modern Compass: Color in Motion
Maritza Soto
DES204 Playful Color Theory
Rebecca Bryan






EMB200 All Day Advanced Hand Embroidery
Niku Arbabi




DSMQ205 Fun with Grids
Christina Cameli






PIE007 Bojagi Inspired Patchwork
Daisy Aschehoug
PIE005 Double Wedding Ring
Victoria Findlay Wolfe














QHA200 More Big Stitch Adventures
Sarah Fielke
QLA202 Swirls, Swirls, Swirls: How to Master a Quilting MVP
Angela Walters


































































This study aims to contribute to the larger topic of contemporary American quilt study through close examination 
of QuiltCon 2020 in Austin, TX. In addition to participant observation fieldwork at the convention, informal 
interviews like this one will be conducted to establish first-person documentation of QuiltCon experiences from 
those who attend in quilt group/fan experience capacity. All data will be used to form a picture of QuiltCon as a 
c    M   ,      ,   a d fandom. 
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
This study is being done to fulfill fieldwork in pursuit of my Master s degree in Material Culture & 
Textile Studies. This topic was chosen because of my interest in the sociology and psychology of 
quilting as a     , and to make a contribution to the academic 
study of contemporary American quilting. 
 
What are the study procedures?  What will I be asked to do?  
 
This study will include an interview by phone or video conference call, at your preference, and at 
whatever location you desire. You will be asked questions by the researcher about your opinion of 
QuiltCon, your experiences in an authoritative capacity attending any past QuiltCon, and your 
perceptions of QuiltC  ab   c b    M   .  Storytelling 
and self-reflection will be involved. The interview will be conversational in tone, and audio 
recorded. At no time will a copy of the audio be shared to the public and the interview will only be 
used in transcript form for data analysis in this thesis. The candidate will possibly contact you 
within six months of the interview, via email, to clarify and fact check your words and opinions.  
 
How long will it take? 
 
This study will take about than an hour of your time. 
 
What are the risks or inconveniences of the study?  
 
The risks of the study are considered to be minimal, that is, no more than the risks you would 
encounter in your daily life. You will also give an hour of your busy schedule to the interview. You 
will be asked to openly share your views and experiences of QuiltCon and contemporary American 
quilting. This study could possibly be inconvenient if your experiences at QuiltCon or in the quilt 
industry involve uncomfortable life experiences that are emotionally upsetting. Every effort will be 
made to attribute your reflections in context and your words will be used as attributable quotes in 
the write-up of the research in publications and thesis. You will receive an electronic copy of the 
thesis at its conclusion. 
 
234 Home Economics Building / Lincoln, NE 68583-0802 / (402) 472-2911 
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN SCIENCES 








This study aims to contribute to the larger topic of contemporary American quilt study through close examination 
of QuiltCon 2020 in Austin, TX. In addition to participant observation fieldwork at the convention, informal 
interviews like this one will be conducted to establish first-person documentation of QuiltCon experiences from 
those who attend in quilt group/fan experience capacity. All data will be used to form a picture of QuiltCon as a 
eflec i n f he M de n il  m emen , h gh he len e  f il  hi , men  studies and fandom. 
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
This study is being done to fulfill field k in i  f m  Ma e  deg ee in Material Culture & 
Textile Studies. This topic was chosen because of my interest in the sociology and psychology of 
il ing a  a efe ed me h d f men  lei e, and  make a c n ib i n  he academic 
study of contemporary American quilting.  
 
What are the study procedures?  What will I be asked to do?  
 
This study will include informal discussion at the convention center while experiencing QuiltCon, 
as well as any conversations recapping the day during dinner and in the hotel room at night. No 
electronic audio or video recording will ever occur for this data gathering, and all data will be 
inputted via laptop typing after the discussion. Storytelling and self-reflection will be involved. 
 
How long will it take? 
 
The main data will be gathered as circumstances allow and at your leisure during the experience of 
QuiltCon 2020 in Austin, TX. Possible clarifying questions will occur via phone or at Sew Night in 
the months directly following the convention.  
 
What are the risks or inconveniences of the study?  
 
The risks of the study are considered to be minimal, that is, no more than the risks you would 
encounter in your daily life. You will be asked to openly share your views and experiences in real-
time, which may pose a minor inconvenience to your time schedule while at the convention. 
Negligible min e  f lee  c ld be l  in di c ing he da  e en  i h me in he h el af e  a 
long day. This study could possibly be inconvenient if your experiences at QuiltCon involve 
uncomfortable life experiences that are emotionally upsetting. If at any time you do not wish your 
opinions/experiences to be included as data, you may say so and your comments will be excluded 
from typed up notes and the overall study. Every effort will be made to attribute your reflections in 
context and you will receive a copy of the thesis at its conclusion.  
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What are the benefits of the study? 
 
There are no direct benefits to you as a research participant. However, this study provides valuable 
information in an area of academic research not yet fully investigated. There is a strong gap of 
scholarly study of contemporary quilt culture which includes the Modern quilt movement, as well 
as quilt conventions and shows entirely. This information would be helpful to the Quilt Industry, 
who could benefit economically in their marketing, in quilt guilds, whose traditional membership 
c d be ag g , a d  Ma e a  C e, S c g , a d W e  S d e   acade a. F  he 
participant, it is a time to self-reflect on the value that this topic/hobby/industry adds to your 
e e da  fe, a  e  a  ac g a  a ce  da   c e.  
 
Will I receive payment for participation?  Are there costs to participate? 
 
There is no financial compensation or cost associated with participation in this study.  
 
How will my personal information be protected? 
 
Personal information listed in notes and transcripts will include your first and last name and email address only. 
All data from your interview (audio recording and transcript) will be stored in a password protected Google 
Drive. The only persons who will have access to your research records are the study personnel (myself and Dr. 
Claire Nicholas, academic advisor), the Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency or 
sponsor as required by law. 
 
Can I stop being in the study and what are my rights? 
 
Participation in research is entirely voluntary. Even after you agree to participate in the research, you may decide 
to leave the study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you may otherwise have been entitled. 
Once you have withdrawn, no further data will be collected on your actions or comments. Any data collected 
during your participation of the study will remain in the study. You should also be aware that the investigator 
may withdraw you from participation at his/her professional discretion, for example if you are unable to attend 
QuiltCon 2020 or refuse to allow an interview after signing this form. 
 
Whom do I contact if I have questions about the study? 
 
Take as long as you like before you make a decision. I will be happy to answer any question you have about this 
study. If you have further questions about this project or if you have a research-related problem, you 
may contact Dr. Claire Nicholas (academic advisor) by email at cnicholas2@unl.edu. 
 
Whom do I contact if I have questions about my rights as a study participant? 
 
Research at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln involving human participants is carried out under 
the oversight of the Institutional Review Board (IRB). This research has been reviewed and 









or if you wish to report any concerns about the study, you may contact the University of Nebraska -




Please sign below if you are willing to participate 
 
 
I ha e ead, o  been info med of, he info ma ion abo  hi  d . I he eb  con en  o pa icipa e 













I ha e ead, o  been info med of, he info ma ion abo  hi  d . I he eb  con en  o be audio 












You will be given a copy of this document to keep. 
 
 
 
